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Abstract
Parents in the home and educators in the schools are key adults in the most important
contexts in the daily lives of school-age children. In the demanding, achievement, and
accountability oriented culture of today, it is expected that children experience normal everyday
stressors as they move between these two environments. The impact of stress related to daily
hassles has been reported to have both cognitive and physical effects on the present and future
well-being of children. This study represented an attempt to advance the understanding of
childhood stress in the intersection between school and home by investigating the perceptions of
parents related to stress experienced by their children in the school context specifically related to
academics.
The construct of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress was conceptually
explained and the need seek a way to measure it was justified. A pool of 30 items for a parentreport instrument were developed and analyzed for dimensionality and reliability. Six directional
hypotheses were proposed as a beginning step in establishing construct validity. Parents of public
school children in the 3rd to 5th grades completed an online or paper version of the survey (N =
89).
Results of the reliability and item analysis of the Parental Perceptions of School Stress
(PPSS) scale supported a unidimensional scale and indicated strong internal consistency among
scale items. The regression analysis of the model indicated a moderate amount of the variance
could be explained. Univariate results supported two statistically significant independent
variables which included the presence of one or two parents in the household (a moderate to
large effect on PPSS) and the amount of time the child invested in homework (a large effect on
PPSS) providing preliminary evidence of construct validity for the scale with this sample.
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Practical implications for using the scale to develop parent and teacher awareness were
explored. Future research recommendations for refining the PPSS scale suggested potential next
steps for examining the dimensionality, reliability, and ongoing process of validation important
in scale development research.
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Chapter I - Introduction
Stress has become a ubiquitous term in the common discourse of the current American
cultural milieu. Reports about stress and managing stress are found in the popular media relevant
to many topics of national concern including the economy, healthcare, education, occupational
demands and hazards, as well as, family relationships. As stated by the American Psychological
Association and widely reported in media outlets, the U.S. is an “overstressed nation” (APA,
2010, p. 5). More specifically survey results indicated that children are more stressed than
parents realize. Of the eight to twelve year old children surveyed, 44%, indicated that school was
their primary source of stress, while 28% reported family finances created a large amount of
stress, and peer relationship stress was reported by 22% (APA, 2009).
To develop a more complete understanding of childhood stress it is prudent to consider
the most proximal contexts in the daily lives of children – family and school. Both environments
might be considered potential sources of stress as well as settings for developing needed
resources that provide a buffer or assist in stress management. The myriad ways previous
research has identified in which family life can be stress-inducing such as parental arguing,
divorce, and economic difficulties—to name a few—must be recognized (cf. Aldwin, 2011;
Lewis, Siegel, & Lewis, 1984). However, much less attention has been directed to the school
context as stressful for children. The primary focus of this study was the initial phase of
development of a reliable and valid instrument to measure how potentially stress inducing
experiences for children in the school context are perceived by parents.
To better comprehend childhood school related stress a variety of perspectives are
advantageous in providing a more complete understanding. A broader understanding compels the
researcher to collect data from multiple informants. The value of child self-report is indisputable
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and teacher observations of the child in the school context are informative; nevertheless, the
parent holds a unique position relative to understanding the socioemotional domain during
childhood. The perceptions of parents regarding their child’s learning progress and school
experience can be critical to providing increased knowledge about child development across the
cognitive, physical, and socioemotional domains of development. In the study of childhood
stress it remains necessary to develop better methods and particularly, reliable and valid
measurement instruments to more fully examine childhood school related stress from various
perspectives.
Rationale
Linking the disparate fields of research in education, childhood stress, and parenting is a
challenging undertaking with the aim of a more comprehensive understanding of childhood
stress specifically related to the school context. Previously the emphasis in stress research with
children has conceptualized stress as induced by life events and chronic vulnerabilities and the
long term deleterious effects of these across a broad range of developmental domains/outcomes
(cf. Grant, McMahon, Duffy, Taylor, & Compas, 2011; Johnson, 1986). Some researchers have
recommended that focusing on life events might not be the best way for studying childhood
stress (cf. Barrett & Heubeck, 2000; Lewis et al., 1984). They suggest that daily stressors or
daily hassles as identified in the work of Lazarus (1984) may be more valuable indicators of
child stress due to the more proximal nature of daily stress and the limited years of experience of
a child (Wagner, Compas, & Howell, 1988).
Investigating childhood stress without paying careful attention to contextual influences
and variations is inadequate. How children experience stress in the school context affects other
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contexts, most specifically the family—arguably the most proximal context—is worthy of more
investigation.
Parental perceptions can be problematic to ascertain and the discrepancy between parentreport of child stress and child self-report raises more questions for researchers. According to
Elkind, (1994), the family has changed from being child-centered to being more parent-centered.
He claimed that in the postmodern transformation from a “nuclear to permeable family” (p.1),
parents’ abilities to perceive the needs of their children accurately has diminished due to the
conflicting demands and changes in values of modern life. Although this might be true, his
observation fails to take into account that it is still parents who play vital roles in providing for
the needs of their children including child care, health care, and schooling on top of the basic
needs of a home and food. Additionally, parents and other family members model types of stress
appraisal and coping that may become habitual for the family (Boss, 2002). Bagdi and Pfister
(2006) found many children identified parents as a source of social support during stressful
times. Alternatively, other children have reported that parents are not available to offer support to
help them cope with stress (Kanner & Feldman, 1991). This contradiction suggests a need for
better understanding of parental perceptions about childhood stress to increase parental
awareness and improve parental knowledge about sources and symptoms of childhood stress.
This understanding could help parents develop stress and coping strategies in the family and
learn new ways to offer support when their children are experiencing high levels of stress.
The school is an important proximal context in the life of a child. Surprisingly little
research is available regarding childhood school related stress since the implementation of No
Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001). The recent research that is available on school-related stress is
often not done in the U.S. A PsycINFO database advanced search tool using school stress as the
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search term for articles published after NCLB was passed (between 2002 and 2011) returned 40
total results including 31 articles in peer-reviewed journals. Of those 31 publications (a) 12
studies were implemented in the U.S. by American researchers, (b) the sample for six of the
studies focused on medical school students, (c) ten studies sampled adolescents. In an attempt to
focus the search more directly to school-age children a second search using the terms child*,
school stress returned 11 results with 8 peer-reviewed articles. Half of these publications were,
again, not U.S. studies; out of the American research two studies addressed stress in school-age
children, one study used an adolescent sample, and the last study investigated stress related to
after-school care and parental well-being.
Compulsory education in most states begins at approximately age five–when children
begin kindergarten. Arguably, the directive for educational reform, as mandated by the federal
law NCLB, and the more recent Race to the Top funding initiative—part of the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (2009), are based on a national aspiration for Americans to
successfully compete in the global marketplace. These reforms have led to establishing more
specific, rigorous standards with corresponding systems of accountability in the form of testing,
concentrated on numeracy and literacy skills even for young children (Graue, 2008; Miller &
Almon, 2009). The perceived need for measurable outcomes has resulted in shifting pedagogical
practices that encourage more didactic or prescriptive teaching styles to meet the established
standards assessed by requiring students to take tests and achieve scores at specific levels that
have questionable appropriateness particularly at the early stages of development (Hatch, 2002;
Yeh, 2006). These methods for accomplishing educational reforms have been challenging to all
stakeholders including, the nation, the states, local communities, schools, teachers, parents and,
undoubtedly, the children.

5
As might be expected, parents play an important role in helping children to appraise,
understand, and cope with the stress they experience in the school context. Some parents are the
first source of information regarding the emotional status of their children and are, potentially,
the first to implement stress reduction strategies and to advocate that schools address all domains
of development including the socioemotional and physical needs of children in conjunction with
academic achievement. Lareau (2000) states, “Parents’ actions have direct consequences” (p.
10). It was posited in this research that a logical step toward expanding what is known about
childhood school related stress can be achieved by improving the accuracy of assessing the
parental perceptions that drive parental actions. Since existing scales seem limited to (a)
assessing parent observations on a wide variety of child behaviors that may or may not be related
to school stress (e.g., CBCL; Achenbach, 1991), (b) parents’ assessments of very specific
situations such as school refusal behavior (e.g., SRAS-R-P; Kearney, 2002), (c) stress and
anxiety scales that are designed for children as informants but not specific to school (e.g.,
Children's Stress Questionnaire; Byrne, Thomas, Burchell, Olive, & Mirabito, 2011), and (d)
additional unstandardized measures developed for specific research studies (e.g., Good and Bad
Things about School; Heubeck, 1995; developed in Australia), a new scale that specifically taps
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress would be a distinct contribution to
research in the fields of child and family stress.
The importance of children as informants of their own experience is well established (cf.,
Bagdi & Pfister, 2006; Lewis et al., 1984). However, parents can give voice to the experiences of
their children in an effort to influence the educational and political arenas for better policies and
practices in education. Parenting scholar, Diana Baumrind (1973) points to the importance of
parents as interpreters and advocates for children by emphasizing the importance of socialization
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and the “increasingly complex interactions with socializing adults, primarily parents, who,
during the early years, have the power to control these interactions. Children are not the
originators of their own actions in the sense that adults should be” (p. 3). Understanding parental
perceptions and developing parent’s awareness of children’s stress originating outside of the
home may be especially important in this postmodern, stress filled culture.
Theoretical Framework
This research was guided by the bioecological theory which offers a conceptual
foundation for examining the processes within and between the contexts of interest for this study
and reflects a discovery mode and generative research design suggested by Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (1998, 2006). The second perspective that informed this study was based on the work of
Lareau (2000, 2003). Her observational research has been guided by Bourdieu’s theory of
cultural capital (1985) and her findings have shed light on the impact of social class orientation
on both the home and school contexts.
Bronfenbrenner’s original theoretical conceptions advanced over the years of his work
from the ecological theory to a bioecological theory moving away from a focus on nested
systems toward emphasizing the importance of process in the Process-Person-Context-Time
(PPCT) model. For the purpose of this proposed study both the original system terminology and
the reconceptualization provided useful means for exploring the primary mechanisms of
development (proximal processes) for a person with individual charateristics acting within his or
her immediate contexts (microsystems) rippling outward over time to continually more distal
contexts (macrosystems). The family and school microsystems are the most relevant contexts to
inform a better understanding of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress.
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Critical to the bioecological PPCT model is the role of proximal processes described as
increasingly complex interactions that operate with consistency and reciprocity in a person’s
immediate environment. These interactions over time with people, objects and symbols drive
development. Some of the examples of proximal processes that Bronfenbrenner lists include
“reading, learning new skills; athletic activities, problem solving; caring for others; making
plans; performing complex tasks; and acquiring new knowledge” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 6).
Many of these processes are active in the school and family contexts.
In addition, according to the PPCT model, within the family context each individual
member of the family has what Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) termed unique person
characteristics (e.g., temperament, level of motivation, intelligence, social skills, roles, and
physical traits) due to biologically inherited traits and environmental influences. These person
characteristics influence the proximal processes producing reciprocal change over time in each
parent-child relationship. For example, if a parent has an interest and skill (person characteristic)
in the area of dramatic arts but a child shows more inclination toward natural science, the parent
may, in response, develop a new interest in the creative process of scientific discovery. Or to the
contrary, the parent may put pressure on the child to participate in dramatics and the child may
experience distress in choosing between following his/her own proclivities and disappointing the
parent. Likewise, the person characteristics of the child in the school context distinctly affect
each interaction a child has over the course of a school day. For example, a child who is
embarrassed by his/her lack of fluency in reading out loud in an earlier lesson may become
despondent in the classroom leading the teacher to penalize the child for not paying attention. If
this situation continues for the entire school year it could be detrimental to the child’s academic
progress precipitating frustration or concern from the parent. Each hypothetical scenario
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illustrates the proximal processes (P), in accordance with the unique biologically and
ecologically derived combinations of characteristics in each person (P) influencing the
interactions of the child as he/she transitions between the school and home contexts (C).
The experiences in one context impact what happens in the other with the potential to
“foster versus interfere with development of proximal processes” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006, p. 796). To be more specific, a shy child who is chastised by the teacher at school for
getting a bad grade may be reluctant or embarrassed to share this grade with the parent at home.
This lack of communication could interfere with the parent’s awareness or understanding of the
child’s mood. This might lead to negative parent-child interactions at dinner potentially followed
by a poor night’s sleep for the child, and less attentiveness the next day at school leading to
another bad grade, additional negative interactions at school and home and dysfunctional
outcomes. Alternatively, the child may arrive at home upset or dejected triggering concern from
the parent who then inquires about the source of this negative mood inspiring the parent to
address concerns with the teacher or to work more diligently with the child in learning the
requisite academic skills leading to any number of possible developmental outcomes of
competence for the child (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
In addition to the immediate environments of the school and family more distal contexts
(C) must be recognized relative to the outcome of school related stress. These contexts include
the social class and cultural community values of the family and broader policies, practices and
opinions that culturally shape American education and, consequently, influence parental
perceptions of their child’s school related stress. According to Bronfenbrenner (2005), “The
combination of Person and Context exhibit a mutually reinforcing, multiplicative, indirect effect
on the power of proximal processes in the ‘engines of development’.” (p. 801).
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The dimension of time (T) in the bioecological model was explicated by Bronfenbrenner and
Morris (2006) giving merit to the importance of both the stage of development over the span of a
person’s life and as a particular time in history. For current purposes the theory would suggest
that microtime refers to the continuing proximal processes salient to the school age child and the
regularity over time of the interactions involved relative to school related stress. Macrotime, in
contrast, signifies the “changing expectations and events in the larger society” (p. 796) that may
be associated in this study with the cultural changes in the family, but more specifically, with
present-day expectations regarding American education.
As an extension of the ideas surrounding the importance of contexts, insight into
proximal processes in the family and school microsystems as cultural capital was eloquently
provided through the in depth work of Lareau (2000, 2003). Reflecting her understanding of the
American class differential, she delineated families as middle-class, representing the higher
income levels, and low socioeconomic status (SES) families as working class and poor. In her
extensive interviews of children, parents, and teachers as well as naturalistic observations of
children at school and home, she described the child rearing style of middle class parents as
“concerted cultivation”. Whereas working class and poor parents embodied, what she referred to
as the “accomplishment of natural growth” (pp. 2, 3). These concepts were central to her
qualitative analysis of these families.
Lareau’s (2000) findings indicated cultural community processes, particularly related to
social class, more so than race/ethnicity, influenced how parents perceived the education of their
child and the school itself as well as the perceptions school personnel had about parental values.
She posited that the dominant cultural values of the educational system in the U. S. inherently
advantaged middle to upper class children whose families share the same institutional values.
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Gleaned from Lareau’s perspective is the predisposition that the processes involved in parenting
styles are largely a function of cultural community, particularly community as influenced by
social class.
Overall, the essential theoretical elements of PPCT, presented “the kinds of synergistic
interdependencies among these components that are posited in the bioecological model as a
dynamic theoretical system” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 800) that provided a
framework for this study at the intersection between home and school. In addition, the cultural
class sensitivity of Lareau (2000, 2003) offered a meaningful perspective for the exploration of
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress.
Purpose of the Study
Due to the lack of previous research with adequate tools for measuring the perceptions of
parents regarding child stress in the school context, the purpose of this study was to create a valid
and reliable scale designed to measure parental perceptions of childhood school related stress for
elementary school age children. Based on an extensive literature review, elements of the relevant
dimensions of the school experience that may be stress inducing for elementary age children are
identified and described. This exploratory study involved the development and beginning steps
for the standardization of a scale using survey items designed to measure parental perceptions of
childhood school related stress.
Based on theory and a review of the literature, a measurement model hypothesizing four
factors underlying the construct of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress was
specified. To assess the construct validity of the scale, theoretically-derived directional
hypotheses were offered to examine if the relationships between specific independent variables
and parental perceptions of school related stress were as predicted. Confirmatory factor analysis
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(CFA) was originally planned to confirm the measurement model along with a structural
equation model (SEM) to examine the relationships between the hypothesized predictors and the
factor(s). However, the final sample size necessitated revising the plan of analysis. Reliability
and item analyses were utilized as a means of assessing the underlying dimensionality of the
scale as well as information about internal consistency. A regression analysis was the statistical
method for examining the hypothesized association between the parental perceptions of school
related stress and the theoretically relevant indicators as beginning steps in establishing construct
validity.
This initial phase of scale development serves as a foundation for a more comprehensive
research agenda utilizing both quantitative and qualitative research methods to collect data from
multiple informants including parents, children, and teachers. The overarching goal of this
beginning research program is to increase the knowledge base regarding the childhood
experience of stress and, particularly, stress in the intersection between school and home.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
1. Are the following dimensions relevant to assessing stress related to academics in the
school context: (a) general aspects of the school experience, (b) academic work, (c)
assessment, and (d) teachers perceived by parents as contributing to stress for their
children?
2. Do parental perceptions of childhood school related stress vary as expected by:


child age?



child gender?



marital status of parents?



time invested by child on homework?
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parent perceived level of child’s academic performance?



family socioeconomic status SES?

In the process of scale development the following hypotheses represent an attempt to begin to
establish evidence of construct validity. Although, there was not definitive evidence for the
predicted relationships; there was a preponderance of evidence to support the direction of the
hypotheses. The directional hypotheses, illustrated in the model depicted in Figure 1, are then
explained below.

Child Age

+

Child Gender

+ Female

Single or Two
Parent Household

+ Single
Parental Perception
of School Stress
+

Child Homework
Time
+
Child’s Academic
Performance Level

+

Family SES =
Family Income
Figure 1. Nature of the relationship between independent variables and dependent variable
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1. Parents’ perceptions of childhood school related stress are positively related to the age of
the child. Based on the PPCT bioecological model, the proximal processes involved in
interactions change over time and are especially relevant as expectations change as
children age. This hypothesis was informed by Hatch’s (2002) position on
“accountability shovedown” in current educational practice which contends that due to
academic pressures child stress at school starts in the early grades. Additional support
was found in test anxiety research with higher anxiety exhibited by older children
(McDonald, 2001).
2. Parents perceive greater school related stress for girls than for boys. The person
characteristics relevant to the PPCT model offer a basis for suggesting gender differences
between proximal processes and, thereby, the perception of stress in the parent-child
interactions. Although past empirical research has been mixed, enough evidence existed
to support hypothesizing this relationship (Compas & Phares, 1991; McDonald, 2001).
3. Single parents perceive higher levels of school related stress in their children than parents
of children living in two parent families. The person characteristics (e.g., roles in a single
parent family) of each individual in the family microsystem affect perceptions. This
hypothesis was based on previous research findings indicating that children in single
parent families exhibit higher levels of stress in other domains (Karr & Johnson, 1991).
The following three directional hypotheses are informed by Lareau’s (2000) depiction of the
differential effects of parenting as concerted cultivation compared to the accomplishment of
natural growth:
4. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school related stress and
the time children spend on homework as reported by parents. This was posited because
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parents, who practice concerted cultivation, exhibit greater intentional involvement with
their children including time spent monitoring homework. These parents are, therefore,
more attuned to the children’s stress due to homework than parents whose children are
afforded a greater level of autonomy in the accomplishment of natural growth.
5. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school related stress and
parental perceptions of academic performance. The concerted cultivation parenting style,
as opposed to the accomplishment of natural growth, is displayed by parental pressure in
the continual monitoring of their children’s academics as well as the high expectations
these parents have for high grades and the high academic performance of their children.
Additionally, the stress of high achieving students in secondary and post-secondary
schools has been reported in previous scholarly work (see also Pope, 2010).
6. Higher SES parents perceive greater childhood school related stress than lower SES
parents. This is attributed to the high expectations, demands, and level of involvement
middle and high SES parents reportedly have regarding their children’s academics.
Nominal Definitions
Parental perceptions. Parental perceptions referred to the parents’ ability to recognize
and understand the attitudes and emotions resulting from their children’s experiences that may
occur during events or situations even when the parent is not present, and yet, provides a
perspective on the child’s sociemotional adjustment (Sorensen, 1993). Perceptions are derived
from the individual parent’s own unique experiences and culture, as well as subjective values,
opinions and understandings of the world (Ravet, 2007).
School related stress. School related stress captured the idea that every day experiences
related to academics in the school environment, as part of the educational process, include
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situations or events that may cause physiological arousal and stimulate the neurobiological stress
response (Anderson, Jimerson, & Whipple, 2005; Selye, 1978). This also involves a transactional
appraisal process that leads to reactions or behaviors as stress is manifest (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984; Sharrer & Ryan-Wenger, 2002). The dimensions of this construct often emphasize the
interpersonal nature of the peer relationships, particularly in peer victimization or bullying, at
school (Guerra, Williams, & Sadek, 2011; Vandewater & Lansford, 2005). However, school
related stress in this study will emphasize dimensions more directly related to the academic focus
of the school environment.
Dimensions of school related stress. The four theorized dimensions related to academics
for this study, to a large extent, reflected a modification of the domains of school experience
suggested by Barrett and Heubeck (2000). Their research identified peers, teachers, schoolwork,
and home–school issues (i.e. homework and parent-school relations) to describe the areas
considered relevant to child functioning in the school context with potential to induce stress.
Building on this conceptualization, the dimensions that best inform childhood school related
stress emphasizing academics in the school context were the general school experience,
academic work, assessment, and teachers. Although it is theorized that these dimensions express
distinct aspects of the school environment it must be conceded that they are interrelated features
of the school context and the educational experience of the child.
General school experience. This dimension captured a broad range of common
occurrences in a child’s school experience (e.g., forgetting homework, following school rules,
sitting still, and getting headaches) not including peer interactions and relationships.

16
Academic work. The aspects of school included in this dimension were those that related
specifically to the amount of work and level of challenge required in assigned work both in the
classroom during the school day and those assigned to be done outside of school for homework.
Assessment. A child’s experience of performance appraisal through grades, testing, and
other evaluative processes was represented by this dimension.
Teachers. This dimension reflected the importance accorded the classroom teacher in the
school context considering both instructional practices and the interpersonal aspects of the
relationship between the child and the teacher.
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Chapter II - Review of the Literature
The following review of the literature is intended to be an illustrative rather than
exhaustive review of the multidisciplinary strands of research, theory, and policy intersecting in
the present study. It consists of a review of current practices or perspectives and salient research
in the fields of stress, education, and family science applicable to school related stress in the
elementary school child. The intention is to focus on earlier scholarly work in these areas
because of their relevance for understanding sources of stress in the school context and how
stress may manifest as a child moves between the contexts of school and family. The objective is
to conceptualize the construct of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress, establish
the need for an instrument to measure it, and initiate the process of scale development.
This review begins with a description of aspects of stress research forming a basis for
understanding how stress potentially impacts experience, behavior, and well-being. The second
section focuses on the educational context with a brief overview of the nature of schooling at this
time in American education from various perspectives including the political arena, public
opinion, educational policies and practices, and empirical research. Following this section is a
summary of what is known about the role of parental perceptions. The review concludes with an
analysis of scholarly work in the area of childhood stress, of findings specific to school related
stress, and descriptions of how child characteristics are known to impact stress.
Stress
No single definition has been accepted by researchers that captures the complexity of the
concept of stress. Lazarus (1984) expressed this conceptual and operational challenge claiming
that stress “is not a variable but a rubric consisting of many variables and processes” (p. 11). In
spite of the lack of conceptual consistency and varying approaches for measurement, stress
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research has continued to be of interest among scholars. As previously indicated by the APA
(2009, 2010) survey results, stress is particularly salient to the current American experience.
Given the definitional ambiguity of stress, it is beneficial to denote how the term was used in this
study. Following the definition of stress is a brief summary of what is known about stress as a
neurophysiological process in the individual, taking into account the interrelated nature of the
physical, cognitive, and emotional domains of development related to the stress response and
appraisal process. Neurophysiology can shed light on how stress may impact learning and
achievement. This section of the review will conclude with a concise report of the deleterious
outcomes linked with stress that offer credibility to the importance of recognizing stress at an
early age. Early detection of stress may offset negative outcomes through interventions in homes
and schools designed to help children develop stress management strategies that increase
learning capacity and enhance overall wellness.
The concept of stress. Hans Selye (1978), sometimes called the father of stress research,
referred to stress as a nonspecific physiological response to any demand placed on the body. A
second traditional model of stress research has been based on the work of Holmes and Rahe
(1967) in which significant life changes or major life events form the basis for studying stress as
a stimulus. A more transactional model was developed taking into account cognitive appraisals
of potential stressors that assess the meaning of a stressor and one’s ability to cope (DeLongis,
Coyne, Dakof, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1982). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) further developed the
idea of everyday stressors as the “little things that can irritate and distress people” (p. 13) and
referred to them as daily hassles. Currently, the conceptualization of stress as taught in family
science combines all of these perspectives to express a holistic idea of the relationship of stress
to overall well-being (Blonna, 2007).
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Weaving these ideas together for this study, stress is defined as demands that, depending
on individual appraisal, are perceived (consciously or unconsciously) as exceeding normal
capacities thereby stimulating the physiological changes and emotions affiliated with the
neurobiological mobilization of energy in the stress response. In this definition the supposition is
that a threat or stressor (stimulus—such as taking a test), initiates a demand requiring adaptive
behaviors and accessing stored energy (transaction—appraising the importance of the test,
confidence in knowledge, ability to concentrate etc.) in an effort to ameliorate the level of
physiological, socioemotional, and intellectual stress (response—neurobiological changes that
may cause excitement, more acute focus, sweating, headache, the inability to concentrate –
among others).
The neurophyiology of stress. Early efforts in stress research emphasized stress as a
pattern of physiological reactions by an organism in response to a threat activating the alarm
phase of the stress response popularly termed “fight-or-flight” (Cannon, 1932). Remaining in the
stressed or aroused state for long periods of time can impact the health and well-being of an
individual as the stress response progresses from alarm to resistance and finally exhaustion
(Selye, 1978). More recent neurological research using functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI) has determined that physiological stress arousal in the brain triggers the release of
hormones and chemicals including (a) the catecholamines – epinephrine, norepinephrine, (b) the
pituitary hormones—vasopressin, oxytocin, and (c) the glucocorticoid—cortisol as the body
reacts to regain homeostasis after exposure to a perceived (real or imagined) threat. When the
neurochemical and successive physiological changes occur as the nervous system is aroused by
signals transmitted in the hindbrain (sensory) and limbic brain (emotional), in conjunction with
neurotransmissions in the frontal cortex (responsible for executive functioning) there exists the
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capacity to affect learning depending on the individual’s appraisal and ability to regulate arousal
(Linden, 2007; Melrose, 2006). In other words, the neurobiological processes of stress
potentially can interfere with the learning process. Additionally, in situations of traumatic stress
there is evidence from educational psychology that a person may stay in a prolonged state of
arousal affecting cognition and behavior as seen in disruptive externalization such as overactivity or, alternatively, the arousal system may shut down in such a way that affects cognitive
processing and is observed as internalizing behaviors such as withdrawal and disengagement
(Melrose, 2006). It seems logical to infer that similar individual processes might exist in
situations of chronic daily stress resulting in observable externalizing and internalizing
behaviors. Since the individuality of arousal and appraisal are critical to the understanding of
stress, each is described next in more detail.
Optimal level of arousal. Recognizing that stress is a part of life at any age, it is
important to understand that stress is an adaptive aspect of human physiology for the purpose of
survival. A certain level of arousal is required for ideal performance as described by the (Yerkes
& Dodson, 1908) law. This theory has provided insight for a balanced perspective on stress by
suggesting there is an optimal level of arousal. At a basic level, when demands are placed on a
person due to a threat or stressor, if the arousal of the nervous system is within a healthy range,
arousal motivates behavior toward survival and successful completion of tasks. In other words,
“…a moderate amount of anxiety [arousal] improves the ability to excel, but severe anxiety
[arousal] interferes with the ability to concentrate and acts to decrease performance” (Beidel &
Alfano, 2011). This optimal level of arousal varies according to individual differences (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984; Le Fevre et al.). Likewise, not enough arousal may contribute to lack of
interest or the inability to accomplish assigned tasks. Several factors (e.g., physiological
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predisposition, temperament, or context) may influence whether the physiological arousal caused
by stress is outside the zone of optimal arousal becoming a barrier to learning and well-being.
The appraisal process may also have an effect on the level of arousal.
Stress appraisal. A key element in understanding stress is the threat appraisal process
described by Lazarus and Folkman (1984). As previously explained, a threat or potential stressor
activates the neurophyiological stress response, but this arousal of the sympathetic nervous
system naturally subsides through the function of the parasympathetic nervous system unless the
demands caused by the stressor are appraised as threatening through a transactional cognitive
and emotional process (Blonna, 2007). A perception of threat requires that a certain condition
(event or situation) has the potential to cause harm—either physical or psychosocial. The
neurophysiological stress response does not always distinguish between real and imaginary
threat. The appraisal process is a cognitive function of the frontal cortex in tandem with the
physiological reaction of the autonomic nervous system and the hindbrain. The affective element
of the process is engaged in the limbic brain, particularly involving the amygdala (Blonna;
Lazarus & Folkman). As one might expect the cognitive and emotional interaction involved in
the appraisal transaction potentially influences whether stress in the individual is perceived as
motivational in the learning process or, alternatively, a deterrent to learning. In other words,
appraisal of stress influences arousal and behavior. Therefore, of primary interest in this
investigation is gaining a better understanding of whether or not the demands on children in the
school context are perceived by parents as causing child stress levels outside the zone of optimal
arousal thereby negatively affecting learning and perhaps contributing to more long term
consequences of stress.
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Stress outcomes. A voluminous body of stress research has consistently reported chronic
and/or elevated levels of stress in adults were correlated with undesirable physical and
psychological health outcomes. Among the many physical effects of stress found in adult
samples were cardiovascular disease (cf. Kyrou & Tsigos, 2007), compromised immune systems
(cf. Elenkov & Chrousos, 2006), sexual dysfunction (cf. Bancroft, 2002), digestive system
disorders (e.g., irritable bowel syndrome), and muscular-skeletal conditions such as
temperomandibular joint syndrome (TMJ), headaches, and backaches (cf. Fava & Sonino, 2005).
Psychological illnesses and anxiety related disorders reportedly linked to stress include trauma
induced panic, acute stress disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as well as chronic
stress related phobias, depression (Sullivan, Kent, & Coplan, 2000), and burnout (Malach-Pines
& Keinan, 2005).
Additionally, there are multiple issues and behaviors linked with stress that continue to
raise concern for American children and youth. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC, 2007)
reported suicide (linked with stress-induced depression) was the fourth leading cause of death for
young people between the ages of 10 and 14, while it was the third leading cause of death for 15
to 24 year-olds, and the second leading cause of death for adults between 25 and 34 years old.
Abuse of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) medications, due to their stimulant
effects, has risen in teens (Setlik, Bond, & Ho, 2009) and were reportedly used as study aids by
10% of the students at Duke University and the University of North Carolina (Biliwise, 2009).
Research, including a sample of Americans six years of age and older, indicated the usage rate
for prescription antidepressants doubled between 1996 and 2005 (Olfson & Marcus, 2009). In
addition, diagnoses of anxiety disorders are among the most frequent psychiatric diagnoses in
young people (Burstein, Swanson, He, & Merikangas, 2010). Given these somber statistics it
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seems logical to assert that stress is a factor exacting a toll on people across the lifespan
including during childhood.
In sum, understanding stress requires knowledge of the neurophysiological, cognitive and
emotional elements of the stress response and appraisal process. In addition, arousal related to
stress can be either positive or negative, but it has been linked to several destructive outcomes.
The patterns of stress response, appraisal, and coping may develop in children due to the effect
of parental modeling (Sbaraini & Schermann, 2008). Genetic variations have also been found to
be linked to the stress response (Mrazek, 2011). Furthermore, family systems theory (Ingoldsby,
Smith, & Miller, 2004) suggests that anything that affects one member of a family impacts every
other family member. This supports the need for further investigation into how parental
perception of stress is related to child development and, undoubtedly, family interactions.
The Educational Context
The American educational environment is continually responding to the political, social,
and cultural attitudes and behaviors that have formed the procedures historically and currently
practiced by the people who comprise this culture. This view is grounded in a sociocultural
perspective as originally conceived by Vygotsky (1978) and extended in the sociocultural
historical framework by Rogoff (2003) that “individual and cultural processes are mutually
constituting rather than defined separately from each other” (p. 51). This dynamic interactive
process animates the formation of civic institutions, including the school, a significant
microsystem in the development of the child. The behaviors of each individual in the school
microsystem create the cultural climate for adopting standards and methods that evaluate
educational achievement and teaching effectiveness at a level of success perceived to be critical
to America’s success on the world stage.
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Politics. For at least the past three decades the educational system in the U.S. has been
under critical scrutiny. From the A Nation at Risk report (1983) to the current implementation of
the federally mandated law, No Child Left Behind (NCLB; 2001), educators have been pressured
to improve student achievement. Reportedly, American student performance has been lagging in
comparison to other member nations in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD; Chubb, 2009). The desire for educational reform is rooted in a necessity
for Americans to successfully compete in a continually changing and more global marketplace. It
is also commonly accepted that well educated individuals make better citizens who contribute to
society in meaningful ways increasing the level of well-being for all (Chubb). Others have
declared that American student success on the world stage is not a concern because international
comparisons of test scores are not valid interpretations of academic achievement due to various
confounding factors in the between group comparisons; and American graduates have done well
in the global marketplace over the last 30 years in spite of the dire predictions in A Nation At
Risk (Baker, 2007; Ravitch, 2010). Regardless of various perspectives, the need for educational
reform is at the forefront of discussions about domestic policy and has been challenging all
stakeholders including, children, parents, schools, local communities, the state, and the nation. It
is posited here that there is an undue level of stress experienced by said stakeholders that may be
unintentionally destructive to the positive aims of reform.
The current presidential administration has reiterated the need for educational reform in
the Race to the Top funding provision in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (2009)
and is preparing a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of
1965 which was the basis for NCLB in 2001. It is beyond the scope of this research to fully
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examine these efforts but it is worthwhile to establish an understanding of how the environment
of elementary education is being influenced today. The White House website stated
President Obama will reform America’s public schools to deliver a 21st Century
education that will prepare all children for success in the new global workplace. He will
foster a race to the top in our nation’s schools, by promoting world-class academic
standards and a curriculum that fosters critical thinking, problem solving, and the
innovative use of knowledge to prepare students for college and career (Guiding
principles: Reform and invest in K-12 education, 2011, June 6).
Although not mentioned in the above quote, critical to the Race to the Top funding is
“adopting standards and assessments” (DOE, 2011). Measuring learning outcomes is based on
standards for discrete skills and knowledge believed necessary for career and/or college success
for all students. With that end goal the national Common Core Standards were developed
working backward from high school graduation to kindergarten establishing specific skills
required for mastery at each grade level. The Common Core Standards were developed by the
National Governors Association in partnership with the Council of Chief State School Officers.
One concern regarding the Common Core Standards is the narrow focus only on literacy skills
and math. Nevertheless, the Tennessee State Board of Education in July, 2010 adopted the
Common Core Standards to meet the guidelines of NCLB reflected in more rigorous statewide
requirements for proficiency as part of the Tennessee First to the Top Act and federal Race to the
Top funding of education in the state (2010). The State of Tennessee and the public school
system represented in this study 2010-2011 TCAP scores were reported showing improvement as
gains were made despite the institution of higher standards. Test results were lauded by the
governor and superintendents. For instance, Governor Bill Haslam stated, “Tennessee educators
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deserve immense credit for their hard work this year in helping our students achieve marked
improvements and success” (knoxnews.com, 2011, July 14). More specifically, 44% of third
graders, 45% of fourth graders, and 54% of fifth graders were proficient or advanced. It seems
there is still much work to be done.
Furthermore, U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has indicated that approximately
80% of U.S. schools are on course to fail the NCLB proficiency goals set for 2014 (Campbell,
2011, July 13). In Tennessee, since almost half of the state’s schools in the 2009-2010 academic
year failed to meet the NCLB adequate yearly progress goals, Governor Bill Haslam requested
from the U.S. Department of Education a “four-year exemption from the law, seeking to use the
state’s reformed standards instead of the strict guidelines and benchmarks contained in the law”
(Hardy, 2011, August 11). The ESEA Flexibility Request (January 19, 2012), a 261 page
document, was submitted to the Federal Department of Education. This waiver was approved in
a letter sent by Arne Duncan to the Tennessee Commissioner of Education, Kevin Huffman,
stating, “I am pleased to approve Tennessee’s request for ESEA flexibility. I congratulate you on
submitting a request that demonstrates Tennessee’s commitment to improving academic
achievement and the quality of instruction for all of the State’s elementary and secondary school
students” (February 9, 2012).
In 2010 he Obama administration proposed a Blueprint for Reform for the American
system of education to attempt to “fix” some of the problems encountered in NCLB (DOE,
2010). The success of this political endeavor remains to be seen and in the current divisive
political climate, and in the season of another presidential election, it seems as though any
substantive changes will not be soon forthcoming.

27
Public opinion. As the media informs the public of policies and changes, the lofty ideals
expressed when laws are passed and guidelines established to enforce laws often seem muddled
in the implementation process as responsibility shifts from national to state and local venues.
Public opinion is understandably shaped by media coverage that frequently seems incomplete
and/or biased. Although the full-length movie documentary, “Waiting for Superman”
(Guggenheim & Kimball, 2010), adopted a particular ideological viewpoint, it attempted to
inform all Americans, as stakeholders, of the need for transforming schools and encouraged all to
take action to attain excellence by asking difficult questions, challenging assumptions, and
changing practices. Another film, “A Race to Nowhere” (Attia, 2010), was launched to increase
public awareness and involvement in education. The film website stated that the documentary is
Featuring the heartbreaking stories of young people across the country who have been
pushed to the brink, educators who are burned out and worried that students aren’t
developing the skills they need, and parents who are trying to do what’s best for their
kids, Race to Nowhere points to the silent epidemic in our schools: cheating has become
commonplace, students have become disengaged, stress-related illness, depression and
burnout are rampant, and young people arrive at college and the workplace unprepared
and uninspired (Race to nowhere: A film and grassroots movement to transform
education, 2010).
It is possible that the pressures inherent in focusing on test results in a data-driven
educational culture, with emphasis on standardized testing, is fostering an environment that is
unhealthy for teachers, children and thus parents and families. Evidence for this is the cheating
scandal reported in the Atlanta Public School system (Sarrio, 2011, July 10; Vogell, 2011, July
6). This scandal led to multiple articles, editorials, and blog posts about the value of testing in the
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schools in the summer of 2011 (cf. Downey, 2011, July 7; Downey, 2011, July 8 for the AJC Get
Schooled blog). Interestingly, the primary focus of this coverage has been teacher stress due to
the weight test results are given for teachers creating a “culture of fear” (Vogell, 2011, July 6, p.
1) in the schools and allegedly leading to cheating by the teachers. In contrast, only minimally
have the inaccuracy of the test results and the consequences for meeting the educational needs of
children been mentioned (Downey, 2011, July 8). Since that time the teachers accused of
cheating have been fired (McNary & Schramm, 2012, May 30). No report was found regarding
the educational status of the children in those classrooms.
Further evidence of the negative impact of standardized testing for parents and families
was reported about a Tennessee public schools parent’s surprise and frustration regarding her
middle school child’s fall 2011 school placement in regular classes based on the child’s spring
2011 TCAP scores. The mother was puzzled because her daughter had consistently earned A and
B grades in the honors reading and math classes in which she had previously been enrolled. This
parent had not been informed by the school of this change in placement prior to the beginning of
the academic year and expressed concern that one week of testing should have such an impact on
her daughter’s educational career. Reportedly the policy is that a percentage of TCAP test scores
along with classroom grades determine fall placement; this percentage varies with each school
system in the state (Rupp, 2011, September 19). In sum, current public opinion does not seem
very positive when it comes to what is happening in American schools.
Policy and practice. Moving beyond politics and public opinion it seems that to
accomplish desired outcomes in the quest for academic excellence, many changes have been
instituted directly affecting teachers and students in the classroom. NCLB and Race to the Top
are intended as improvements for students in the educational system by narrowing disparities

29
between subgroups of children and increasing teacher effectiveness. The policies include setting
more rigorous standards, addressed by the Common Core Standards, and assuring effectiveness
through evaluations assessing the level at which standards are met. The most relevant principles
of NCLB affecting practices in the classroom revolve around the call for greater accountability
measureable outcomes as evidence of success and the emphasis on “programs and practices
[that] have been scientifically proven effective through rigorous scientific research” (Four
Pillars of NCLB, n.d., para 3). These principles are certainly affirmed in the White House
statement above.
At the outset these appear to be worthy, desirable goals. In practice, several difficulties
have been encountered in the implementation given the apparent linear thinking that standards
drive teaching which follows with learning measured by test scores. The belief seems to be that
setting continually higher standards and teaching them specifically (aka “teaching to the test”)
will result in even higher student achievement. There is frequent argument that these reforms
have led to a narrowing curriculum (Westheimer, 2008; Zhao, 2011) with teaching to the test.
Standards have led to a more curriculum- or teacher-centered instructional approach as
opposed to child-centered (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011) programs. The content of
the curriculum is closely related to the standards which are linked to test scores to substantiate
that standards are met. In short, education has become a data-driven environment relying heavily
on the results of standardized tests. Test scores, however can be misleading and misused.
Formative assessments at the classroom level which include testing and other forms of
evaluation are designed to give specific feedback about student learning and teacher
effectiveness. The assessment results can be helpful if they capitalize on the capacities of
children and inform educators about strengths and areas for improvement for specific students
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and teachers. On the other hand, standardized achievement tests are summative assessments.
These are for the purpose of judging at what level predetermined standards are met (Dodge, n.d.)
and then classifying and grouping children according to those levels for future instruction (Bond,
1996). Standards can be detrimental by not being developmentally appropriate considering the
individuality of brain development and socioemotional needs particularly of younger children in
the schools (Miller & Almon, 2009).
Hatch (2002) has referred to this push in early childhood and elementary education as
“accountability shovedown” that has accentuated a transformation in pedagogical practices and
student assessment. This seems to be an extension of what has been referred to since the 1980’s
as “curriculum shovedown”. Elkind (1994) commented on the change in education even before
NCLB lamenting the emphasis on curricular content without equal weight being given to child
development. Likewise, he warned that this practice leads to greater demands and expectations
on children that may not be developmentally appropriate. So, are the standards for programs and
practices and claims of shovedown based on solid empirical research?
Research. The research literature provides more insight on these issues. Many
practitioners in early childhood education, traditionally including kindergarten through third
grade, have moved away from the developmentalist, child-centered perspective to be more
focused on curricular content. Graue (2008) claimed that education is now beyond the age of
developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) with common standards as the driving force behind
early elementary education. In previous times DAP were strategies for learning that built on
individual differences in children and acknowledged that young children between the ages of
three and eight follow a consistent pattern of development but do so at differing rates (Elkind,
1997). One of the challenges for early education is the varying theoretical perspectives applied to
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understand terms such as quality teaching and effective practice as well as the “lack of consensus
regarding the goals of early childhood and elementary education” (Hamre & Pianta, 2007 p. 49).
A mixed methods study of Head Start teachers and kindergarten through 3rd grade teachers,
based on teacher surveys and classroom observations, found that teacher pedagogical beliefs
differed depending on grade level taught and that developmentally appropriate practices were
more important in Head Start and kindergarten than in first through third grades (Vartuli, 1999).
After a review of nine empirical research studies, Miller and Almon (2009), in the Crisis
in the Kindergarten report, expressed several concerns regarding the situation in current
American kindergartens. First, the testing of children under age eight might not be a reliable
assessment. Second, academic standards are usurping the time for play that is critical to the
intellectual and emotional development of young children (and a stress reliever). Third, didactic
teaching practices and prescriptive curricula do not allow for self-initiated learning opportunities.
The report emphasized that these practices (a) are not based on sound research, (b) have the
potential to negatively affect future learning and child well-being, and (c) increase stress in
kindergarten children.
Evidence supports that the general conditions in the schools have increased pressure on
teachers and children and narrowed curriculum. An ongoing study sponsored by the Center on
Educational Policy (McMurrer, 2008) reported that 44% of U.S. school districts increased
instructional time in math and reading due to NCLB, thus, sacrificing time spent in other
academic subjects such as social studies and science but also reducing the amount of time in art,
music, physical education as well as lunch and recess. In a qualitative report (McDaniel, Isaac,
Brooks, & Hatch, 2005) one first grade teacher stated, “my school system pushes academics so
heavily that it is hard for a teacher to not get caught up in this way of thinking. It seems as if
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everybody—and I mean everybody—is focused on students’ test scores, rather than looking at
children as individuals” (p. 7). Additionally, a third grade teacher indicated that, “keeping the
system’s concern about test scores out of my classroom is becoming harder and harder. This past
year, for example, our school gave a party for the three students with the highest scores in each
class” (p. 8). It seems logical to suggest that these comments indicate both teachers and children
experience stress in this environment.
Research by Pope (2010) and colleagues (Connor, Pope, & Galloway, 2009/2010) from
the Challenge Success program at Stanford University have found that academic gains can be
achieved without unnecessary pressure. They suggest that to reduce pressure and stress in the
school context we need a “broader definition of school success – one that encompasses more
than grades and test scores, and one that recognizes the importance of student health, well-being,
and deep engagement with learning” (Pope, 2010, p.8) and that this is what is needed for our
students to be successful in the “real world” (p. 7). Professional performance is not evaluated
using tests; rather performance is assessed on a variety of skills, for instance, the ability to
collaborate and work well with others. In other research, results from interviews of 49
kindergarten through twelfth grade school personnel including teachers and administrators, Yeh
(2006) found support for the conclusion that there are more effective strategies to measure
learning and increase academic success than high-stakes testing. For example, placing more
emphasis on using formative assessments embedded in the curriculum with immediate feedback
to students helps to individualize instruction, improve achievement, and reduce pressure on
students and teachers.
From a clinical perspective working with children in schools as an educational
psychologist, Melrose (2006) observed that “students are very sensitive to the physical and
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emotional states of their teachers and other adults” (Kindle Edition, location 3676 of 4716).
Research findings from the fields of organizational behavior and industrial relations support this
observation. Barsade (2002) conducted research with young adults on the ripple effect of
emotions using an experimental design. Findings indicated that both positive and negative mood
was highly contagious affecting both the moods of participants and group processes. Boyatzis
(2011) theorized, based in neuroscience, biology, leadership, and stress, that the emotions of
those in leadership positions have more impact on those under their authority than vice versa.
Consistent with these ideas, the emotional ripple effect, including emotions related to stress, may
flow from the adults in the school environment to the children.
Moreover, indications are that by the time students get to high school 70% are stressed by
school work; also they report being generally depressed, sleep deprived, and pressured into
cheating (Pope, 2010). Connor et al. (2009/2010) reported on qualitative data from 3,642 high
performing high school students. A couple of the statements from the students included:
I just want more time to sleep and maintain a healthy lifestyle, but school keeps
inundating me with work and tests at such a fast and constant rate that I’m always tired
and stressed (p. 56).
I get emotionally stressed and have breakdowns, or I go the completely opposite way and
stop caring. I wish the administrators would take initiative. I cry all of the time (p. 57).
It is not necessarily the difficulty of the work, but the workload itself that causes me the
most stress, since the average is about 4-5 hours a night (p. 55).
Developing the awareness of all stakeholders and implementing interventions beginning
in kindergarten and elementary school may be key to offsetting stress as a “hidden epidemic”
(Kalia, 2002 , p. 49) before children enter high school, college, and the work place.
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In the schools. In the school system from which data were in the present study, it was
apparent that some of these issues are salient. In 2010-2011 the district assessed kindergarten
literacy three times a year with a one-on-one teacher directed test. In grades one to five major
formative assessments in reading and math were given three times a year and criterion based
measurements in reading and math are given three times a year. Knowledge of specific content
and skills is assessed weekly with classroom tests. Finally, the TCAP, as a summative
assessment, is given once a year to students in 3rd through 8th grades. The information gained
from all of this testing is helpful to administrators because it makes it easier to address specific
problem areas for teachers and students. The amount of time allocated for literacy and math is
specified for all grade levels. It is the intention that in literacy skills, writing, and math all grade
level classes at every school in the system be “at about the same place”. The biggest concern
with the increasing demands is “fitting it all in” (Elementary principal, personal communication,
September, 27, 2010). From the teacher’s perspective there are many challenges. In kindergarten
the required time constraints, the push on writing, inflexibility of the curriculum, and frequency
of testing are all time consuming. “Do I teach? Or do I test? Because I can’t do both
(Kindergarten teacher, personal communication, August, 3, 2010).
Parameters including time constraints and funding have contributed to increased time
required for direct instruction of math and literacy skills but also a decrease in the activities that
children of all ages need to continue for optimal success in education and in the workplace of the
future. The stage is set for the potential for greater school related stress in the lives of children.
However, there is a gap in the current literature and understanding about the level of stress
children experience at school and, even further, the extent to which parents perceive stress in
their children.
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Parental Perceptions
In the family context, the PPCT model proximal processes are related to both the person
characteristics of the child and the parent(s); as such, parents are in a unique position to have
intimate knowledge of their child’s emotions, expectations, attitudes, relationships, behavior, and
changes in behavior. As socializing agents, parents assist children in the process of developing
skills for functioning (for better or worse) in a social world. In this bi-directional relationship
parents and children are subject to change and growth as each interprets and reacts to the
behavior of the other (Levine, 2003). Accordingly, parents provide an important ingredient in
their children’s development toward optimal health and well-being (Santrock, 2010). Indeed, it
can be argued that parents are (or should be) the primary social support for school age children
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Therefore, this section directly focuses attention on parental
perceptions relative to children’s stress and parents as reporters about their children in extant
scholarly work. This is followed by a brief discussion of what is meant by the term perception in
research, concluding with ideas concerning possible influences on parental perceptions, most
imperatively, the cultural community of the family.
Perceptions of children’s stress. Recently, the Stress in America Survey sponsored by
the American Psychological Association (APA) began including results from the
YouthQuerySurvey which surveys youth between the ages of 8 and 17 years. In the first and
second years (i.e., 2009 and 2010) in which data were collected from children and youth,
findings indicated a discrepancy between children’s self-reported stress and their parents’
perceptions of children’s stress indicating that “parents are underestimating how much stress
their children experience” (APA, 2009, November 3, para 2).
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The discrepancy between parent and child reported findings in the APA study are
consistent with the research of Lehman and Repetti (2007) who found that 5th grade children’s
own self-reported perceptions of having a bad day at school included (a) more negative
interactions with parents, (b) more disagreeable behaviors, and (c) more anxious mood at home
after school than on days not perceived as negative at school. More specifically, for children who
reported academic problems at school there was a statistically significant “increase in their
subsequent reports of child and of parent aversive behavior” (p.608). In contrast, parent
participants in this study were not asked about their perceptions of their child’s mood or level of
stress, but were asked to rate their interactions with their child and their child’s disobedience or
non-responsiveness. A discrepancy did exist between the child self-reports and the parental
perception of negative child behavior or negative parent-child interactions. Children perceived
their interactions and behavior at home more negatively after a bad day than their parents did.
Although this study had some strengths, there were some methodological limitations that
impacted the interpretation of the results such as a small sample size (n = 79) and time-sampling
data collection (e.g., child self-reported mood in the morning and at bedtime—not right after
school). In other words, it would be difficult to generalize these findings beyond this study.
Supporting evidence of disparate perceptions between child and parent is exemplified in a
mixed methods study of kindergarten through third grade children (n = 22) with data collected
from one parent of each participating child, (Bagdi & Pfister, 2006). Parents responded to
author-developed questionnaires assessing children’s coping with stressful life events. The
children were interviewed using picture scenarios of items corresponding to the parent
questionnaire version. Items included a range of life events and everyday stressors (e.g., parental
divorce, new baby in family, child being teased, and child yelled at by teacher). They found
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“significant differences between the children and parents’ perceptions of levels of stress” (p. 33).
However, findings did indicate some overlap in types of stressors and coping actions identified
by both children and parents when describing the coping strategies employed by the children.
Interestingly though, there was still a mismatch because children self-reported applying specific
coping actions to different stressors than those perceived by their parents. Given the incongruity
between the perspectives of parents and children related to childhood stress in general, are
parents reliable, trustworthy reporters? Is it worthwhile to develop a scale to measure parental
perceptions of childhood school related stress?
Parents as reporters. Contrary to some findings, an extensive review of research on the
study of child temperament concluded that parents have the most in-depth knowledge of their
children and reasonable validity was reported for the parent-report measures used to assess child
temperament (Rothbart & Bates, 1998). Furthermore, Yamamoto and Mahlios (2001) expressed
concerns about the mistrust and ambivalence many professionals who work with children convey
toward parents. In their study investigating the accuracy of parents as “observer-reporters of the
perceptions and experiences of their own offspring” (p. 533), parents and children (n = 364) were
asked to rank upsetting events on a 7-point scale. Findings showed parents to be reliable
informants on the level of upset experienced by their children, even slightly overestimating the
children’s distress. Similarly, research from the Search Institute on Building Strong Families
(2002) asserted an incongruity between the public perception of parents and how parents
themselves believe they are performing in the role of parent. The Search Institute suggested that
part of the aim of all socializing forces in a child’s life (e.g., parents, friends, peers, teachers,
religious leaders, medical professionals, coaches, the media, etc.) should incorporate the need to
cultivate, support and affirm parenting aiming for positive outcomes for children. Essential to

38
this goal is that professionals give credence to parents’ experience and knowledge of their own
children.
Perception. Any research that involves parent report is, by necessity, based on the
limited perception of the individual parent making the report. It is, therefore, prudent to have a
general understanding regarding how the term perception is understood for this research. A
qualitative study, completed in Scotland, about student disengagement in the primary classroom
compared the perceptions of children, teachers, and parents. In explaining perception, Ravet
(2007) used the term
“field” since an individual’s perceptions in any given area might be construed as a clearly
bounded personal territory comprising the range of subjective and idiosyncratic views
and opinions they hold on the matter under consideration—demarcated or bounded by the
many underlying subjective experiences, beliefs, assumptions, meanings, and
understandings that have influenced their view, as well as the errors, biases, illusions and
misunderstandings that also inevitably shape them (p. 340).
Thus, it is possible there are commonalities regarding a particular field, area or matter of concern
such as childhood school related stress and a designated group, in this case, parents. These
commonalities would comprise a group field of perception. Although the term ‘field’ has not
been adopted here, the current research project investigates perceptions of individual parents
about childhood school related stress in an attempt to identify if there are enough commonalities
or patterns in the group to constitute a new scale of measurement.
Perceptual influences. Two potential influences on parental perceptions impacting the
parent’s awareness of childhood school related stress are explored here, although, undoubtedly
there are numerous influences on the perceptions of any individual parent. The first is the effect
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of emotions (i.e. processes) that can be transferred between family members (i.e. persons) and
the second is the ecological influence of the cultural community of the family as related to the
culture of the school (i.e. contexts/microsystems).
Emotional ripple effect. One of the influences shaping parental perceptions might be
explained by the bi-directional emotional ripple effect (Barsade, 2002). As previously described,
research in organizational psychology supports an emotional ripple effect. This phenomenon has
been referred to as emotional transmission, emotional chain reaction or spillover (cf. Larson &
Almeida, 1999), and emotional contagion (Goleman, 1994). These researchers have all pointed
to a neurophysiological basis for this transmission of emotions involving the emotional
processing of the amygdala and what some neuroscientists refer to as mirror neurons. A family
ripple effect was identified by Hagestad (1982) specifically related to the emotions of conflict
during divorce and the transfer of these volatile, confusing emotions to children and beyond to
extended family, such as grandparents. It is possible that emotional ripples are present in other
family processes such as the perception and experience of stress.
Although stress is not an emotion as previously defined, stress does elicit emotions, or
emotions can trigger the stress response, and emotions are integrally related to the transactional
analysis of stress appraisal. Emotional transmission research was reviewed by Larson and
Almeida (1999) noting that this line of research includes a “concern with day-to-day paths of
influence in families…investigat[ing] how family members affect each other…[and] how forms
of distress originate and are passed from one family member to another”. The bulk of the
research indicated that emotions were more often transmitted hierarchically from husbands to
wives and from parents to children. These authors suggested there may be a greater permeability
of children’s emotions when compared with adult emotions. This seems similar to, as previously
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described, the findings that people in authority exert emotional influence over those under their
authority even if they are all adults in the workplace (Boyatzis, 2011).
Either perspective may explain the mechanism at work in the incongruity reported
between parental perceptions and child self-report about stress. The science seems to imply that
parents may not be as perceptive about their child’s stress, particularly as a spillover from a
context in which the parent is not generally present. Additionally, a phenomenological study
analyzing six weeks of parent and child daily journals offered that it is essential for parents to
“accurately perceive the stress experiences of their own children [because it] plays an important
role in the capacity of the parents to respond appropriately to the needs of their children”
(Sorensen, 1993, p. 105). It may not be reasonable to expect a parent to be so attuned to their
child but increasing parental awareness is an important skill to develop for positive parenting.
Cultural communities. Integral to parental perceptions, again as so well described by
Ravet (2007), are the “subjective experiences, beliefs, assumptions, meanings, and
understandings that have influenced their view, as well as the errors, biases, illusions and
misunderstandings” (p. 340) about education and school in general along with the specific
schools their own children attend. These perceptions are often influenced by culture and the
community in which the family lives (Ainsworth, 2002; Lareau, 2000, 2003).
Lareau (2000, 2003) suggested that the processes involved in parenting middle class
children, concerted cultivation, are founded on a focused nurturing of skills that assure
successful interaction in the American educational institution. Middle class parents and children
know how to navigate the system toward personal success. However, this process includes
drawbacks for middle class children such as overscheduling to broaden experiences and
supplement learning outside of school, developing an attitude of entitlement that makes it
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difficult for these children to manage disappointment and stress, and pressuring children toward
success in all endeavors which might contribute to higher levels of school related stress. Lareau
might argue that middle class parents perceive their actions as supportive rather than contributing
to school related stress in their children.
In contrast, the parenting processes involved in the working class and poor families,
accomplishment of natural growth, benefit children through the relative freedom afforded them
through naturally allowing children opportunities to manage their own time and develop skills in
negotiating social relationships with peers. Unfortunately, these skills are not as valued by an
educational system focused on outcomes related to standardized academic achievement.
Working class and poor parents generally do not know how to advocate for their children or how
to teach the children to lobby for themselves in the schools. The skills these working class and
poor parents and children lack, in accord with limited economic resources, can cause school to
be stress inducing for the parents and their children. Or, Lareau might argue because of the
predisposition toward the natural process of growth, including academics, perhaps these parents
perceive their children to be less stressed by school and the parents put less pressure on their
children in this domain of development.
The influence of cultural communities, broadly conceived, enhances the understanding of
both the child experience of stress, including stress at school, and the parental perception of it.
Therefore, it is important to be aware of how the cultural orientation of the family corresponds
with the cultural community of the school. One contribution of this theoretical perspective is to
provide a new lens for distinguishing the patterns of differences and similarities influencing
perceptions in cultural communities based on SES across various families within a particular
school community.
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Parent engagement. Schools are frequently encouraging parent involvement which has
been well-supported by a vast body of literature as being beneficial to the academic success of
early childhood and elementary school children (cf. Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry, & Childs, 2004;
Knopf & Swick, 2006). Another frequently used term expressing the connection between family
and school is engagement which seems to connote more broadly the connection between home
and school beyond volunteering at the school and helping with homework. Middle class and
upper class families are often rewarded for their ability to exhibit the involvement and
engagement desired and respected by the school. On the other hand, circumstances often exist for
working class and poor families that make participation in school functions difficult and these
parents often do not have the confidence, skills, understanding or time to become involved at the
school. School personnel sometimes misread the limitations of these parents as not valuing their
child’s education.
Parent engagement is often impacted by the relationship between the teacher and the
parent and is another appropriate point of investigation. Lareau (2000) observed that regardless
of social class teachers used similar methods to encourage common forms of involvement from
parents. Her analysis indicated that teacher-parent interaction generally takes different forms in
families of varying social classes even though schools tend to promote one model of involvement
for all. Teacher interactions with higher income parents were characterized as conversational
whereas with lower income parents they were unnatural and stilted. From the teachers
perspective middle to upper middle class families value education more and show it by
volunteering at the school. However, working class and poor parents consistently communicated
a high commitment to their child’s education. Lareau observed that parent involvement was
related to cultural resources due to social class.
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Supporting Lareau’s (2000) findings, Lee and Bowen (2006) also reported that less
educated, lower income, ethnic minority families perceived several barriers to their actual
presence at school. Additionally, the parent involvement of African American and immigrant
Latino families living in a low income, urban area was significantly related to their perceptions
of teacher invitations (Maríñez-Lora & Quintana, 2009). These researchers suggested a greater
level of responsibility should be taken by school personnel to increase family involvement for
these parents. Moseman (2003) took another approach examining teacher perceptions regarding
family involvement. She found that kindergarten, first, and second grade teachers generally
believed families were “not competent to be involved in decision making” (p. 146). It seems
logical to think this lack of confidence is communicated to the families and may affect a child’s
school experience and parental perceptions.
It must be acknowledged that all parent involvement is not positive. Lareau (2000) stated
that negative outcomes related to some types of parent involvement have rarely been researched.
This is particularly true of highly demanding middle to upper class parents who pressure their
children, the teachers, and school administrators. In higher income families Lareau specifically
described some evidence of stress in (a) children whose parents were highly involved, (b)
children who did not meet their parents expectations of their performance, (c) children whose
school problems contributed to marital conflict, (d) children who were constantly compared to
their siblings, (e) children whose parents pressured them to succeed in school and in activities
outside school, and (f) children who had conflicts with their parents over homework. On the
other hand, working class and poor families sometimes abdicate the responsibility of education
leaving it completely up to the school, perhaps inducing stress for children.
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Childhood Stress
A foundation has now been established that the school microsystem can be stress
inducing for teachers and students. Additionally, the role of parents, their perceptions, and
influences have been explored. This section will begin with an overview of traditional methods
utilized in childhood stress research highlighting some of the relevant findings and closing with a
description of the manifestations of stress in childhood.
Research. There are three primary ways that stress has been studied in both adults and
children including major life events or trauma, chronic stress often prevalent in families
considered at-risk, and everyday stressors or daily hassles.
Life Events. Stress during childhood, in accordance with stress in adulthood, has been
primarily studied relative to traumatic or major life events including parental job loss, parental
divorce, natural disasters, violence, the experience of war, and separation from a significant
caregiver (cf. Foxman, 2004; Garmezy, 1983). Lists of life events (cf. Holmes & Rahe, 1967),
have been modified for use with children by several researchers (cf. Anderson et al., 2005; Slee,
1993) based on the concept of stress as a stimulus. This model is constrained in many ways by
not allowing for event variations such as duration, volition, and severity as well as assuming that
events elicit the same level of stress from everyone thereby not accounting for individual
variability in appraisals and perceptions (cf. Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; E. S. Sorensen, 1993).
A study using an events approach to assess the self-perceptions of stress in 4th – 6th
graders categorized stressors into seven domains including personal loss, school, peers, self,
family, extra-curricular, and other (Greene, 1988). Contrary to earlier findings, the stressful
event most frequently reported by the children was the death of a pet rather than parental
divorce, family conflicts, or parental death as the researchers expected. The school domain was
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found to be the most stressful context in terms of the overall disruptiveness that impacted other
domains of life as well as the extent of the affective responses generated by school stressors for
the children. A strength of this research was the unstructured design of the questionnaire, rather
than a list of previously rated stressful events, and the researchers elicited qualitative responses
which provided a broader understanding of the stressors in the lives these children. Additionally,
Anderson et al. (2005) conducted a study in which first, third, and sixth grade children rated
stressful life events at both home and school finding that across these three grades the highest
rated stressful events were losing a parent, academic retention, going blind, being caught
stealing, wetting in class, bad grades on a report card, having an operation, parents fighting, and
being sent to the principal’s office. Unfortunately, this study did not differentiate between
discrete life events and ongoing or frequently recurring events. It is, however, clear that several
of these stressors occurred in the school context.
Chronic Stress. Another frequent approach to stress research is the study of chronic
stress involving at-risk populations living in long-term adverse conditions. This has generated
numerous studies on childhood stress related to poverty (Evans & Kim, 2007; Steptoe &
Feldman, 2001), abuse (De Bellis & Thomas, 2003), disabilities (Miodrag & Hodapp, 2010), and
chronic illness (Finkelhor, Ormrod, & Turner, 2009). Recently, some research in this domain has
utilized advanced neuroscientific technology to provide a deeper understanding of how chronic
stress affects the brain. A Canadian review of research on stress across the lifespan supported
findings that chronic stress hormone exposure impacts brain development with cognitive and
mental health effects (Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim, 2009). A complementary review led
credence to this finding also suggesting that brain development in cases of child abuse and
neglect may alter neurobiological responses toward a positive heightened threat awareness
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necessary for survival in adverse conditions but, on the other hand, undesirable developmental
consequences can be attributed to “deficits in stimulation, interaction, and learning opportunities
experienced by these children” (Twardosz & Lutzker, 2010, p. 66). Without a doubt pervasive
social ills related to chronic stress warrant much study; nevertheless, these studies are exclusive
in orientation. Due to the impact of stress on brain development, Blair (2010) indicated that
“stress is a central construct in the study of psychosocial adversity…[and] is of strong interest for
children’s development” (p. 181). Given these findings, and relevant to this study, it might be the
case that school represents a source of repeated low level adversity for some children beyond, or
in addition to, events and chronic conditions in life and this might affect parental perceptions.
Daily hassles. Research employing Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) concept of daily
hassles, developed with specific attention to the process of appraisal, is currently dominant in the
study of stress (Aldwin, 2011). According to Lazarus (1984) the “broad ground of relatively
minor psychological difficulties of living as sensed by the person” (p. 376) is more difficult to
study than an objective accounting of life events or chronic conditions. For adults, daily hassles
are more often symbolic threats and might include environmental threats like a traffic jam, a
condition like high gas prices, and emotional distress like feeling lonely (Lazarus). Research
findings indicated that, in adult populations, daily hassles were more frequently linked to
negative health outcomes than change inducing life events (DeLongis et al., 1982).
Hart et al. (1998) offered that stress in the everyday lives of children “involves any
unusual demand for adaptation that forces individuals to utilize their energy reserves that exceed
what is required for dealing with ordinary events” (p. 178). For example, these symbolic threats
for children may include environmental threats like having to sit still for too long, a condition
like challenging school work, and the emotional distress of being laughed at. Lewis et al. (1984)
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and Wagner et al. (1988) claimed everyday stress is the preferable model for studying stress in
children. Elements of childhood daily stress have primarily been studied in children representing
at-risk populations or in combination with other conditions such as chronic pain (Walker, Smith,
Garber, & Claar, 2007) and diabetes (Helgeson, 2011). The study of everyday stress provides a
valuable approach for the study of childhood stress related to child development, health,
relationships, and achievement. It is reasonable to suggest the importance of discovering if daily
stress in children initiates a trajectory that leads to negative outcomes later in the life course.
Signs and symptoms. Another area of research that provides deeper understanding of
stress in the lives of children has focused on identifying the manifestations of childhood stress. It
is the signs and symptoms of stress that might indicate to parents that children are experiencing
stress. Sharrer and Ryan-Wenger (2002) asked children ages 7 to 12 to name stress-related
symptoms. Their results identified both cognitive/emotional symptoms (e.g., anger, worry,
nervous, confused, and ashamed) and physiological symptoms (e.g., headache, stomachache,
feeling sick, shaky, and tired). In addition, Jackson and Owens (1999) suggested that children
experiencing stress “do not attend well, have trouble concentrating, and receive poor
grades…have trouble interacting and are hyperactive, withdrawn, hostile, angry, impatient, or
irritable” (p. 74). Likewise, the 2010 Stress in America Survey reported that approximately a
third of 1,136 youth from ages eight to seventeen experience “physical and emotional health
consequences often associated with stress” (APA, 2009, 2010). More specifically, there were
significant differences reported between children who were overweight and normal weight.
Children who were overweight (n = 327) reported various stress related health conditions (e.g.,
trouble sleeping = 48%, headaches = 43%, stomach problems = 41%, and feeling angry or
getting in fights = 22%) compared to children of normal weight (N = 640; trouble sleeping =
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33%, headaches = 28%, stomach problems = 25%, and feeling angry or getting in fights = 13%).
Indeed, children between the ages of eight and twelve reported being affected by their parents
stress with 47% feeling sad, 36% being worried, and 25% feeling frustration.
Analysis of empirical research from the field of nursing corroborated the physiological
signs of childhood stress. Brobeck, Marklund, Haraldsson, and Berntsson (2007) indicated that
school nurses play a substantial role in identifying children who may be experiencing an undue
amount of stress because these children are likely to make frequent nurse visits for recurrent
problems such as headaches. Pediatric nursing provides another means of insight into stress in
school age children. Jenkins, Rew, and Sternglanz (2005) reported a link between high stress
levels and unhealthy eating habits in a sample of over 1,000 fourth, fifth, and sixth grade
students in Texas. Moreover, a health research review analyzed 39 peer reviewed articles
published between 1993 and 2009 (primarily European and Canadian) related to somatic
complaints (e.g., headache, being tired, dizziness, and stomach ache) from children who
frequently visited the school nurse (Shannon, Bergren, & Matthews, 2010). Nurses reported a
prevalence of children with somatic complaints of unexplained etiology as frequently using the
school health services. The authors suggested that, “A school nurse might assess the frequent
visitor and ask ‘Is this child really ill?’” However, the potential impact of the problem on the
child requires that the question be changed from “Is there something wrong?” to “What is
actually wrong with this child? Why? And how can the child be helped?” (p. 170). Answering
these questions are essential to the overarching goal of this research beginning with this proposed
study of developing a survey of parental perceptions of childhood school stress and part of the
challenges to be overcome in illuminating our understanding of school related stress in
elementary age children.
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Childhood school related stress. It seems valuable, at this juncture, to recall
Bronfenbrenner’s Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model that drives this research. The
proximal processes of learning and stress appraisal that are unique to the cognitive, affective, and
physiological person characteristics of each child should be considered relative to the school
context as a stress inducing environment.
Additionally, a couple of specific challenges in this area of research are worthy of note.
The first research challenge is teasing out a single source of stress, such as school, as
contributing to the multifaceted, cumulative nature of stress in the human experience. Secondly,
it is difficult to synthesize research findings due to the multiple ways the construct of stress is
operationalized as a predictor variable in addition to the wide variety of effects researchers have
studied under the umbrella of stress as an outcome.
With these challenges in mind, scant research was found in the U.S. on the specific topic
of childhood school related stress in the era of NCLB in spite of the evidence of stress and
related stress outcomes in the American culture during this time period. Several years prior to
NCLB, Dickey and Henderson (1989) explored stress from the perspectives of 141 children in
kindergarten, first, and third grade. Of the seven categories derived from the responses of the
children, four categories centered on sources of stress in the school context namely (a) school
work, (b) relationships with teachers,(c) loss of personal comfort, space or time, and (d)
discipline by teachers or school administrators. As discussed previously, Greene (1988)
identified school as the most stressful domain of childhood stress and worrying about grades was
the third most frequent stressor after death of a pet and death of a relative. Karr and Johnson
(1991) specified that 4th, 5th, and 6th graders were particularly stressed when their grades were
compared to their peers and when striving to meet the grade expectations of their parents. In
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another study using a teacher questionnaire, an observation checklist for developmentally
appropriate practice, and observation of child stress behaviors, the overall findings of Burts et al.
(1992) indicated higher frequency of stress behaviors from kindergartners in highly academic,
developmentally inappropriate classrooms than those children in developmentally appropriate
classes. Additionally, Hart et al. (1998) found that preschool children in less developmentally
appropriate classrooms exhibited more stress behaviors than those in developmentally
appropriate classrooms. They further found lower SES children were more likely to be in less
developmentally appropriate classrooms.
A fairly substantial amount of the recent research investigating daily stress and school
related stress in the lives of school age children has been done outside of the U.S. A study of
perceived stress in 11 to 14 year olds in Bratislava reported that 20% of children often feel stress
at school. They asserted that the “excessive psychological load of children, particularly that does
not result in school satisfaction, can lead to negative attitudes and reactions” (Sevcikova et al.,
2003, p.193).
Several studies have been undertaken in Australia. First, in a study of 3rd and 4th graders,
Barrett and Heubeck (2000) identified the following domains of the school context—peers,
schoolwork, teachers, and home-related issues (i.e., homework and parent-school relations) in
their examination of the relationship between daily hassles, uplifts, anxiety, and conduct
problems. They found daily hassles were related to major life events and predicted anxiety and
conduct problems. Uplifts were not related to any of those outcomes. However, peer uplifts were
found to moderate the relationship between peer hassles and conduct problems in an unexpected
pattern as increasing peer uplifts was related to increased peer hassles and conduct problems.

51
Byrne et al. (2011), also in Australia, developed the Children’s Stress Questionnaire
(CSQ) scale to assess the effects of stress on child well-being in a longitudinal two year study of
children ages 8 to 10 and validated five subscales, one of which was problems in the school
environment. This scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .78. They found that children who scored
higher on the school stress subscale reported lower levels of positive affect, and higher levels of
negative moods, depression, and anxiety. Additionally, in a study of over 1000 urban Australian
children between the ages of 5 and 13, Slee (1993) found that boys reported a higher level of
stressful life events than girls. This study was limited by the dubious measure adapted by the
author that included a list of 25 stressful life events with all items ranging from severe to mild.
These results could be confounded by what appears to be an inequitable range of events (e.g.,
parental death and not watching TV) as well as the inclusion of both isolated events (e.g., parent
divorce, school suspension, and birth of a new sibling) and repeated or ongoing events (e.g.,
parents not home much, not watching TV, bullying others, and relative moved in).
A literature review done in Great Britain (McDonald, 2001) analyzed the inconsistent
findings in the research about how test anxiety in children affects exam performance. The author
was concerned that test anxiety in younger children may contribute to self-selecting out of the
educational system before they got to the higher levels of education. He suggested that as
children progress through the educational system pressures increase; there is more frequent
testing, greater competition, and more performance comparisons. While recognizing
methodological limitations in the studies reviewed the author concluded that “fear of exams and
test situations is widespread and becoming more prevalent” (p. 98). He also found consistent
evidence that test anxiety negatively impacts performance for children.
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Additional examples of international research on school related stress include, first, a
phenomenological study in Sweden assessing everyday stress in the lives of 11 and 12 year-olds
in their 5th year of schooling (Brobeck et al., 2007). Although this research was not focused
solely on stress in the school context, the findings accented five key themes related to their lived
experiences of stress in their daily lives including: (a) fear of being late, such as for school (b)
fear of not having enough time, as in not being able to finish school work, (c) physical and
mental consequences including stomach pain, headache, feeling of inferiority compared to
others, or an inability to concentrate, (d) feeling stress as negative in some situations but as a
positive motivational force at other times, and (e) awareness of the stress of significant others particularly parents and friends. Each of these areas seemed, directly or indirectly, to be related
to the school experiences of children since school is such a major part of a child’s daily life.
Another study of 8th grade students in India using Experience Sampling Methodology found an
association between more time every day spent on schoolwork and negative emotional states.
More time spent by students on daily leisure was associated with better psychological wellbeing; conversely, these students also experienced higher levels of examination stress (Verma,
Sharma, & Larson, 2002). Furthermore, a study of over 1000 Chinese adolescents examined
psychosocial stress factors in the school context by using an effort-reward imbalance model that
had previously been used with adults to investigate stress in the work environment. This crosssectional study found the model was a good fit for use in the school setting and identified that
sources of stress for adolescents from the demands at school could be compared to sources of
stress for adults in demanding work environments (Li, Shang, Wang, & Siegrist, 2010). This
interest and recognition of child stress related to the school context across cultures is intriguing
and will inform the investigation of school related stress in the U.S.
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As previously asserted, American educational policies and practices in the last decade
have changed the nature of education evidenced by a narrowed curriculum dictated by standards
to achieve measurable outcomes and more prescriptive, didactic instructional practices that do
not reflect what is known about child brain development and optimal learning environments. In
the same year that NCLB was passed Fallin, Wallinga, and Coleman (2001) identified “schoolrelated stressors such as failing grades, overly demanding classroom environments, athletic
requirements, peer relationships, tests, and conflicts with teachers” (p. 17). Current U.S.
research on school related stress seems to be frequently focused on child peer relationships,
particularly peer victimization or bullying in schools. In the area of academics the research found
seemed primarily limited to the concern for developmentally appropriate practice in preschool
and the lower grades or the prevalence of test anxiety in secondary and higher education and the
daily hassles related to the academic experience of the school age child seemed to be overlooked.
School stress, as a predictor variable, has been primarily measured as a combination of
peer relationships, victimization by peers, or problems with teachers emphasizing the more social
or interpersonal elements of the school context rather than the academic aspects. Additionally, in
research investigating outcomes of stress in elementary age children life stressors in the family
and neighborhood were considered in conjunction with school stress. Morales and Guerra (2006)
measured worrying about grades as the one academic related stressor with the other school stress
items being relational in nature. Their results indicated that school stress was related to lower
achievement in reading and math and higher levels of depression and aggression. Unfortunately,
worrying about grades was not analyzed as an isolated variable from the other relational school
stressors. Vandewater and Lansford (2005) also measured school stress as threats and
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victimization finding no relationship between school stress and family interaction measured only
in the mother-child dyad.
Supporting evidence for the effect of stress on academic performance was available from
Grover, Ginsburg, and Ialongo (2007). Although sources of stress or domains were not specified,
they found that first grade girls (88% African American) non-clinically identified as anxious
through self-, parent-, and teacher- report scored significantly lower than non-anxious peers on
academic achievement in first grade and in the longitudinal analysis at the follow up in 8 th grade.
These authors suggested that worry may inhibit the ability to learn new information and may be
related to test anxiety. They found no significant differences between the African American and
European American girls studied. However, they did find discrepancies between informants and
suggested the value of using multiple informants for differing perspectives. Furthermore, U.S.
studies investigating the role of test anxiety on academic performance seem to primarily use
samples of secondary and/or higher education students (cf. Cassidy, 2004; Chapell et al., 2005).
Early childhood educators have, with varying perspectives, recognized the departure from
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) with the changes implemented in the last two
decades in American education. Stipek (2006) indicated that accountability and standards were
impacting the preschool curriculum. Although she conceded the concerns about requirements to
teach academic readiness skills, she suggested that effective teachers can employ strategies that
promote skill development while retaining the enthusiasm of the children and at the same time
addressing the social and physical developmental needs of young children benefiting them in all
aspects. Likewise, Goldstein (2007) called for greater recognition of the complexity involved in
teaching kindergarten. Her qualitative findings suggested that teachers are adapting to the
changing expectations of parents and the increasing skills required for kindergarten children to
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be ready for first grade. These findings support the struggle many early childhood educators
experience between DAP versus externally imposed standards.
One enlightening qualitative research study used naturalistic classroom observation
methods in an academically oriented kindergarten classroom. The researcher described multiple
situations in which she observed nine out of the 16 children in the classroom exhibiting stress
behaviors (e.g., twirling hair when asked a question, pulling on lip when a lack of stickers
rewards was noted by the teacher, and looking embarrassed when a spelling word was not
recognized). During individual work time (approximately 2½ hours with one 10 minute snack
break) the students were not allowed to get help from other children, but needed to refer all
questions to the teacher. They were also reprimanded during this time for not working fast
enough, neatly enough, or not doing the work correctly. This dedicated teacher whole-heartedly
believed her strict practices were beneficial to the academic success of her students (Jackson,
2009). Certainly, one study does not generalize to all kindergarten classes, but it does effectively
illustrate the anxiety expressed in Crisis in the Kindergarten.
In considering the stress response relative to classroom functioning that may have
ramifications across elementary grade levels, neuroscience researchers found that when the
appraisal of stress includes being unable to control the situation there was an increase in a brain
enzyme called protein kinase C (PKC) that can hinder cortical functioning which regulates
thoughts, behavior, and emotions. The result is that higher levels of PKC impaired short-term
memory (Birmbaum et al., 2004). This neurological process might be an explanatory mechanism
about the influence of stress when taking tests. It can certainly be asserted that there are many
situations in the school context in which children feel they have little or no control.
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This may be related to the proposal by Bracha, Ralston, Matsukawa, Williams, and
Bracha (2004) that recent research supports a change in terminology since the original
conception of fight-or-flight as previously described in the stress response. They suggest a new
phrase "freeze, flight, fight, or fright" based on neuroscientific evidence that the order of
occurrence and the added elements of freeze and fright better reflect the alarm phase of the stress
response in humans and animals (p. 449). Given the neurological findings of Birmbaum and the
evidence about test anxiety and performance this may be a particularly worthwhile conception
when considering how the stress response has a bearing on the lives of children in the school
context.
Moreover, the clinical work of Melrose (2006) and Levine and Kline (2008) have lent
credence to the reformulation of freeze, fight, flight or fright. They suggested some evidence
linking the individual stress response to the child’s appraisal process of a school task as a stressor
(e.g., specific assignment, test, reading in front of the class, doing a math problem at the board,
writing sentences, or timed math tests) posing a threat to the child due to the fear of getting a bad
grade, or embarrassment in front of others, or the task makes him/her feel incompetent. Based on
appraisal, the triggering of the neurophysiological stress response may include the mind going
blank (freeze) or externalizing behavior that is disruptive (fight) or withdrawing and doodling,
not really doing the assignment but just writing down anything (flight), but less often the fright
response since the perceived stress is not physically life threatening. If these types of school
stressors are daily occurrences in the life of a particular child, does it constitute a type of low
level chronic stress? Is this part of what is happening when students disengage from learning? It
may be that, although the physiological response is not as intense due to the psychological
stressor as it would be if the child were being chased by a wild animal, there is still a level of
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arousal that is expending energy in ways that inhibit not only learning, but also overall wellbeing signified by a headache, upset stomach or other of the somatic symptoms of stress. Further
investigation is needed on the possibility of low-level chronic stress related to the school context
that, for some children, inhibits academic success.
The previous sections of this literature review provided the foundation for the
conceptualization of the construct of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress and
the theoretical and empirical basis for the development of a scale to operationalize the construct.
As a crucial component of scale development the basis for the specific hypotheses posed in the
introduction are explained in the next section as the approach that was used to provide
preliminary evidence of construct validity. Following the research hypotheses, the Method
chapter will highlight more specifics in the process of scale development regarding both the
conceptualization and operationalization of the construct of interest for this study.
Child and family characteristics. This section conveys scholarly findings regarding
how child and family characteristics (i.e., gender, age, perceived academic performance level,
family structure, and SES) link to childhood school related stress. Overall, the available findings
were sparse and there seemed to be more conflict than consensus regarding the effects these
characteristics have on child stress or parental perceptions of childhood school related stress.
However, directional hypotheses were made based on a logical examination of the theory and
empirical evidence found to assess the construct validity of the scale.
Gender and Age. Child gender is a characteristic frequently measured related to
childhood experiences of stress. For example, Karr and Johnson (1991) found gender had no
moderating effect on school stress. Alternatively, according to Compas and Phares (1991)
females reported more stressful events in general with those events being more often of an
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interpersonal nature than males reported. Additionally, the overall findings of McDonald’s
(2001) review indicated that girls exhibited higher test anxiety than boys in most testing
situations; when it came to timed tests boys out performed girls – perhaps due to the greater test
anxiety of the girls. The Shannon et al. (2010) review also reported that girls, more frequently
and consistently than boys, presented to school nurses with somatic complaints, believed to have
a psychological etiology, which interfered with the girl’s normal activities. These could, only by
conjecture, be attributed to stress. Similarly, Sevcikova et al. (2003) found that girls reported
feeling stress more often in general than boys. Natvig, Albrektsen, Anderssen, and Qvarnstrom
(1999) found that for teenage girls who had school stress and somatic complaints, social support
from teachers was more helpful for stress management than for boys. Both teenage boys and
girls benefited from peer social support as a stress management resource; however, peer support
was particularly effective for lowering stress related complaints in boys. In addition test anxiety
research found that 3rd to 6th grade girls reported higher levels of test anxiety than boys in the
same grades (Wren & Benson, 2004).
On the other hand, Slee’s (1993) findings indicated that boys reported higher frequencies
of stressful life events than girls. Likewise, Rutter (1983) suggested that boys, prior to puberty,
were more susceptible to stress exhibiting more acute and continuing negative effects including
withdrawal and aggression depending on the source of stress. Sorensen (1993) supported the
findings of Compas and Phares (1991) that boys and girls identify different sources of stress.
More specifically boys are more stressed by situations and occurrences whereas girls are more
stressed by interpersonal relationships and a sense of personal responsibility. This finding has
been found consistently in subsequent research (Helgeson, 2011). Supporting the difference in
the types of stressors affecting boys and girls, Burts et al. (1992) found that boys in non-
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developmentally appropriate (i.e., more academically oriented) kindergarten classrooms
exhibited more stress behaviors than boys in the developmentally appropriate classrooms. There
was no difference in stress behaviors between the two types of classrooms for kindergarten girls.
More pointedly, in research focused on the male experience, Pollack (1998) articulated a
perspective about gender socialization that might illuminate the understanding of potential
gender differences. He did not specifically explore stress but one could extrapolate that an
explanation for research indicating less evidence of stress in boys is due to what he calls the “boy
code” that inhibits boys from expressing emotions and upholds the societal expectation that boys
do not exhibit weakness. Pollack also offered the possibility that some of the externalizing,
disruptive behaviors attributed as natural to boys might be a result of being socialized to stifle
more positive forms of self-expression. Pertinent to this research is the possibility that
externalizing behaviors exemplify the freeze, fight or flight stress response and that even the best
of parents have adopted the prevalent cultural male stereotype and might not perceive the
externalizing behaviors as stress in boys as they do the more emotional behaviors observed in
girls.
Gender and age were both addressed in a study of kindergarten through 3rd grade
children and their parents (N = 22). Gender and age contrasts in the mean scores for children’s
self-reported stress and parental perceptions of children’s stress revealed differences. Girls in
kindergarten and first grade reported high stress more frequently than second and third grade
girls or than any of the boys. Although there were significant differences in the perceived stress
levels between the children and their parents, the parental perception and child report aligned in
the finding that kindergarten and first grade girls have the highest stress of all the groups of
children (Bagdi & Pfister, 2006). In a study of over 1,000 Brazilian fourth grade students (mean
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age = 10 years), Sbaraini and Schermann (2008) found stress was higher for girls than for boys
and higher in the older 4th grade children compared to the younger children in the same grade
(the only grade in the sample). The authors suggested these older 4 th graders might have felt
more pressure because some were repeating the grade. Helgeson’s (2011) review indicated
contradictory findings about frequency of stressful life events for pre-adolescents who reported
more life stress compared to adolescents who reported less stressors; this was true for males and
females alike.
Additionally, the consideration of the association between age and stress or perceived
stress is resonant with the time function in the bioecological PPCT model that might suggest the
influence of either the developmental stage of childhood or the changes in development over
time in a particular child. Aldwin (2011) prompted researchers to bear in mind that the
experience and perceptions of stress change as children age. It is widely understood that these
changes are due to cognitive and emotional developmental growth (Rutter, 1983). Aldwin
indicated that types of stressors change as children age but also found that only stress due to
victimization has been consistently found to increase with age; otherwise no linear relationship
has been found between stressful life events and age. From a different perspective, McDonald
(2001) reported that during childhood fears generally have been found to decrease with age;
however, fears related to academic evaluation increase as children age. Slee (1993) found that
children ages 8 to 10 reported a higher number of stressful life events than children in either the 5
to 7 age group or the 11 to 13 age group, although these differences were not statistically
significant. Parker et al. (2003) hypothesized an increase in stress level from one year to the next
with children in their final two years of primary school in Singapore considering the importance
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of examination results affecting their advancement to the next level of schooling; however, they
did not find a statistically significant increase in stress related to grade level for these children.
To summarize, although there were discrepant findings regarding the links between
gender and child stress, the bulk of the evidence tipped toward a prediction that parents of girls
perceive higher school related stress in their children than parents of boys. Furthermore, there
seemed to be a great deal of individual variation in the relationship between child age and stress.
However, age is frequently related to child outcomes as well as adult beliefs, expectations, and
perceptions of the capacities of children at different ages. Minimal research was found
investigating how school related stress changes as children go through school and how parents
perceive that stress. It seems intuitive that educational demands increase as children move
through school and that stress experienced in the school context will become more frequent and
of higher intensity. The increased academic expectations as children continue through school,
fear of academic evaluation, and influence of testing on school placement contributed to the
prediction that parents perceive an increase in school stress increases as children progress to the
higher grades; therefore, the inclusion of age was an important variable for this study.
Hypothesis 1. Parents’ perceptions of childhood school related stress are positively
related to the age of the child.
Hypothesis 2. Parents perceive greater school related stress for girls than for boys.
Family structural characteristics. Scholarly work in the area of child stress has
minimally explored additional demographic characteristics related to the child that may affect
perceived levels of stress and/or outcomes related to stress. Children who live in families with
married parents have been found to have significantly lower stress levels than children who live
in other types of family structures (Karr and Johnson, 1991). Sbaraini and Schermann (2008)
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explored a variety of variables as predictors of childhood stress and found that public school
children had higher stress than private school students. Again, children whose parents were
married were less stressed than those whose parents were separated, divorced, widowed or
single. Better socially skilled children and those with a higher level of autonomy were less
stressed than other children. Family problems, such as economic difficulties, increased child
stress. Based on the limits and scarcity of the reviewed research the only specific prediction,
related to family structure, was that childhood school stress is perceived as lower for married or
two parent families than for single parents.
Hypothesis 3. Single parents perceive higher levels of school related stress in their
children than parents of children living in two parent families
Child time invested in homework. Past research has consistently indicated that parental
involvement in schools is correlated with positive academic outcomes for children and that
homework provides one of the primary means for parental involvement in a child’s education
(Anderson & Minke, 2007; Patall, Cooper, & Robinson, 2008). It is logical to assert that
homework could play an important role in the parental perception of school stress. According to
Cooper (1989, 2006) homework has fallen in and out of favor over the last century of schooling
in the U.S. depending on the theoretical perspective driving educational policy and/or public
opinion during a given time period. Meta-analytical research by Cooper, Robinson, and Patall
(2006) focused on the impact of homework on achievement. They describe homework as
assigned work that teachers intend for students to complete during non-school hours.
Additionally, “variations in homework can be classified according to its (a) amount, (b) skill
area, (c) purpose, (d) degree of choice for the student, (e) completion deadline, (f) degree of
individualization, and (g) social context” (p.1) and can serve both instructional and non-
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instructional purposes. One challenge proposed by these researchers was that policies and
practices regarding homework need to be more evidence based since homework is common
practice and seems to be on the increase for younger school age students in spite of the
ambiguity in the research regarding either positive or negative effects of homework in both
academic and socioemotional arenas, particularly in the early grades. Marzano and Pickering
(2007) presented both the pro and con perspectives on homework. They suggested that there is
enough evidence that homework has positive effects, especially in middle and high school, but
that the instructional quality of homework needs improvement. It is parents, more often than
teachers, who expressed concerns about the amount and quality of homework, their own
insecurities in being able to effectively help their children with the homework, and the intrusion
of homework into family time.
Lareau’s (2001, 2003) work provided an insightful perspective reinforcing the inclusion
of this variable in this study by pointing to the role of parents in directing or monitoring
children’s time in the after school hours. She indicated that homework can be an interruption in
afterschool activities as well as a source of conflict between parents and children with children
resisting parental reminders or the help parents gave. The need to more fully understand this
dynamic and the influence homework has on the perceptions of stress seemed logical for this
study.
Hypothesis 4. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school
related stress and the time children spend on homework as reported by parents.
Perceived school performance level. As previously reviewed, academic performance
and success is emphasized by current educational reform policies (i.e., ESEA, NCLB, and the
Race to the Top Initiative) and predominantly measured using formative and standardized
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achievement tests. Past research indicated that children identified sources of school related stress
including academic retention and bad grades (Anderson et al., 2005), worrying about grades
(Greene, 1988; Morales & Guerra, 2006), receiving failing grades (Fallin et al., 2001), and
having their grades compared with others (Karr & Johnson, 1991).
During adolescence, academic achievement pressures receive more attention in the
research literature. For example, high-achieving secondary school students were found to exhibit
high levels of stress behaviors and symptoms. In fact the researchers suggested that the pressure
for academic success led these high-achieving students to be more interested in obtaining high
grades than in learning (Pope, 2010). Emerging from qualitative research data on high-achievers,
academics and schoolwork were cited as the most frequent responses when asked about the
causes of stress in their lives—specifically due to demanding assignments, standardized tests,
and the college admissions process (Connor et al., 2009/2010). Also, as discussed previously,
college students have turned to abuse of prescription stimulants as study aids because of the
pressure to perform well. College students put a great deal of pressure on themselves resulting in
declining emotional health in combination with their drive to achieve academically (Lewin,
2011).
Again, turning to Lareau (2001, 2003) the importance placed on academics affects the
type of parental monitoring of a child’s school progress from time spent on homework to
placement in classes at school. Her observation and interview data suggested that high-achieving
students and parents who expect high academic achievement care more about grades than other
students. If this is the case, it seems justified to investigate if level of achievement is related to
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress. The scholarly work in this area supports a
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belief that higher achieving students will experience more stress than lower achieving students
because they care more about their grades and are under more pressure to perform well.
Hypothesis 5. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school
related stress and parental perceptions of academic performance.
Socioeconomic Status (SES). It is well established in social science research that poverty
is a source of stress and hinders the capacity for individuals and families to effectively manage
stress. SES has consistently been reported as a primary factor in the different outcomes between
high and low SES children (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). American public education has addressed
this over the last decades by providing assistance to low income and disadvantaged children so
they can participate in subsidized programs for food served at school among other programs to
support school success. There is, however, a lack of information about whether school is
perceived as inducing more stress for lower income children compared to higher income
children. An argument can be made that going to school is a buffer to other stressors in life for
lower income children by providing access to knowledge and resources. On the other hand, if a
child comes to kindergarten hungry and already lagging behind classmates because his/her
family didn’t have books or other school readiness opportunities available in their homes, does
this child experience added stress at school? Do parents of these children perceive school as
more stress inducing than higher SES parents?
The overall findings of Burts et al. (1992) indicated that children in less developmentally
appropriate classrooms exhibited more stress behaviors. More specifically, regardless of
classroom type, for SES and race there was a significant two-way interaction indicating stress
behaviors were higher for low SES black children than low SES white children. However,
significant differences were not found between high SES black and white children. Also, it was
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reported that low SES children participated more often in inappropriate activities such as
workbook/worksheets when compared with high SES children. It was unclear as to why this was
the case and if the children freely chose these activities regardless of classroom type. In a similar
study of preschool children, Hart et al. (1998) reported lower SES children in developmentally
inappropriate classrooms exhibited significantly more stress behaviors than their higher SES
counterparts, but no difference in stress behaviors was found between the lower and higher SES
children in developmentally appropriate classrooms. In reference to test anxiety, studies
reviewed by McDonald (2001) were inconsistent but seemed slightly weighted toward higher test
anxiety for lower SES students.
Economic realities undoubtedly influence families in a variety of ways. Poverty levels
have reached the highest level since 1993; 43% of American children (under the age of 18) live
below the poverty line and 10% of children live in extreme poverty. Children under the age of
five are 20% more likely to live in poverty than older children. Disproportionately more
Hispanic and black children live below the poverty threshold compared with Asian and white
children in the U.S. (ChildTrends, 2010). Given the general acceptance of the influence of SES
on child development and educational outcomes and the variety of possible mechanisms that
may explain a relationship between SES and child stress, it is logical to attempt to identify if
there is any pattern to the effect of SES on parental perceptions of childhood school related
stress.
Lareau’s (2000, 2003) analysis echoes those of Bradley and Corwin (2002) that
socialization practices and parenting styles differ according to SES. Higher income parents are
more likely to develop their children’s vocabulary, conversational skills, and provide teaching
and learning experiences for their children. Lower income parents provide fewer books for their
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children, less monitoring of behavior, and reduced exposure to educational and cultural events
resulting in early school failure and a negative educational trajectory. In spite of the wellestablished academic challenges of lower income elementary age children, in this study
measuring parental perceptions of school related stress, Lareau’s observations led to the
supposition that, for middle and upper class children, the continual parental monitoring and
involvement in every aspect of the child’s life, including school, potentially causes greater
pressure and stress on these children when compared to the working and poor class parents more
directed toward natural growth.
Hypothesis 6. Higher SES parents perceive greater childhood school related stress than
lower SES parents. This is attributed to the higher expectations of parents of higher SES parents.
To summarize, parents are exceptionally positioned to provide a window into the lives of
their children, however, this unique viewpoint might not always have perfect clarity given
numerous possible influences on parents’ perceptions. Undoubtedly, the importance of parents
and the impact they have in the lives of children is agreed. Therefore, development of an
instrument that reliably and validly measures parental perceptions of childhood school related
stress was a valid endeavor to more accurately clarify this perspective. Nevertheless, the
empirical evidence provides reason to believe that parental perceptions will underestimate the
level of their child’s school related stress.
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Chapter III - Method
The focus of this study was the development of a scale designed to measure parental
perceptions of school related stress in 3rd through 5 th grade children. Since school constitutes a
major portion of the daily experience of children, it is important to ascertain to what extent and
in which dimensions of stress in the school context impacts children and, potentially, their ability
to learn. Knowledge about childhood school related stress is sparse and rigorous empirical
investigation in this area compels the use of multiple informants. Parents’ intimate knowledge of
their children offers a valuable perspective through their monitoring of the child outside of the
school context and the sensitivity parents have to the varying socioemotional states of their own
children. Because no existing scale measures this particular construct, a new scale to examine
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress is intended to make a contribution in the
study of childhood stress by providing a useful measure for collecting data from parents.
Participants
Sample. The reference population for the study was parents of elementary school age
students in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades attending public schools. It is mandated by the state of
Tennessee that students in these grades take the standardized achievement tests (i.e. TCAP) each
spring. These scores are calculated as part of the grades for the year and are used to determine
placement for the next year; it seemed logical that these parents might perceive greater stress in
their children. More specifically, in a public school system in a mid-size southern city purposive
sampling was used and two purposefully selected public elementary schools were identified as
data collection sites. According to the last available (2010-2011) information from the School
Profile of the Tennessee Department of Education (“TDOE Report Card”, 2011), the school
system includes 87 schools serving 54,486 students in pre-kindergarten through 12th grades. The
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schools chosen for data collection included two of the largest elementary schools in the district
serving children in the target 3rd through 5th grades. The first school reported an enrollment of
1,326 students in pre-kindergarten through 5th grade (45.5% female). The second school reported
an enrollment of 1,087 students in kindergarten through 5 th grade (51.8% female). Enrollment
numbers are similar for the 2011-2012 academic year although those numbers have not been
officially released. The large enrollment at these schools, the high level of reported parent
involvement, and the geographical proximity of these two suburban schools were considered
positive attributes for obtaining the number of participants necessary for a representative
standardization sample for scale development while limiting some potentially confounding
sample variables due to the relative homogeneity of the population.
The specific population from which the normative group or standardization sample was
drawn for scale development consists of parents of the students in 3rd through 5th grade enrolled
in the two schools for the 2011-2012 academic year. Based on the estimated student population
in the 3rd to 5th grades at approximately 1,200 parents and using a 95% confidence level with a
confidence interval of no more than +/- 5% with a 50/50 split, the target sample was 295 parent
participants.
The standardization sample was far smaller than had been anticipated. A total of 91
surveys from the potential 1200 (a less than 10% response rate) parents available were completed
but the data from two of those respondents could not be used in the analyses. One did not meet
the study criteria for the age of the child and the other case was excluded due to the potential of
that data as an influential outlier. The final sample for the analyses consisted of 81 (91%)
mothers and 8 (9%) fathers (N = 89). Parents were instructed that one parent per family was
asked to fill out the survey for the oldest child in the family in this age range to ensure
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independence of observations. The average age of the parents was just over 40 years. Table 1
provides background characteristics of the parent participants.
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Parent Participants
Characteristic
Number Percent
Marital status
Married

79

88.7

Single or divorced

10

11.2

Less than 4-year college degree

14

15.7

4-year college degree or more

75

84.3

Below $50,000

10

11.2

Between $50,000 and $99,999

25

28.1

Between $100,00 and $149,999

31

34.9

Above $150,000

23

25.9

White

81

91

Black

1

1.1

Hispanic

4

4.5

Asian

6

6.7

Other

2

2.2

Full-time

42

47.2

Part-time

18

20.2

Other

2

2.2

Parent education level

Family income

Ethnic/racial self-identification

Parent employment

One intentional stay-at-home parent 44

49.4

Note. N = 89 (91% mothers, 9% fathers)

As evident in Table 1, this was a homogeneous sample of overall highly educated,
married parents, a majority of which have a total household income of over $100,000. This is
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distinctly higher than the reported levels of education and income for the Tennessee county in
which the schools are located (i.e., 29% 4-year college degree and $46,000 median household
income; County website, People QuickFacts 2009). Additionally, almost 50% of the parent
participants indicated that one of the parents intentionally chose to stay-at-home. Given the
numbers of full-time and working parents it is plausible that some of the parents who reported
staying-at-home also did part-time, worked irregularly as consultants, or considered volunteer
work as employment. In addition, Table 2 presents characteristics of the children the parent
participants considered as the focal child when filling out the survey.
Table 2
Demographic Characteristics of the Children
of the Parent Participants
Characteristic
Number Percent
Child gender
Male

43

48

Female

46

51.7

Seven years

1

1.1

Eight years

16

18.0

Nine years

34

38.2

Ten years

23

25.8

Eleven years

14

15.7

Twelve years

1

1.1

Only child

13

15

Two children

48

54

Three children

19

21

Four or more children

9

10

Child age

Total children in family

Child lives with both biological parents 74
Note. N = 89

83.1
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Recruitment. A proposal to do research with the selected public school system was
approved to collect data in two elementary schools via the parent organizations at each school.
Following district protocol, the principals of the schools were contacted and permission was
granted for access to parents of children enrolled in each school. Permission was also obtained
from the president of the parent organization at each school. Administration, staff, and teachers
at both schools were supportive and interested in the research project; however, the school
system research committee was explicit that school personnel were not to assist in the
recruitment of parents to participate in the study or the distribution and collection of surveys or
the online link for the survey. The research was also approved by the University Institutional
Review Board (IRB) meeting the necessary requirements to protect human subjects in research.
The parent organization president at each school assisted with various methods for
communicating the opportunity for parents to participate in this survey. For the purposes of this
initial phase of scale development, only parents who read English were invited to participate in
the study. Parents were recruited using the following strategies (a) announcements on the parent
organization websites including the live survey link, (b) invitation and reminder emails sent to
parents, (c) invitations from the parent organizations sent home with the children, (d) flyers
posted by the organization presidents at the schools, (e) an announcement sponsored by the
organizations sent through web-based message system to communicate with parents, faculty, and
staff, and (f) announcements made by the presidents and researcher at one of the evening
monthly meetings held by the organization at each school. All recruitment methods were
approved by the University of Tennessee Office of Research IRB officer.
Use of incentives. Incentives for parent participation included optional entry into a
drawing for either $100 cash, a $100 spa gift certificate, sporting event tickets [choice of 6
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tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC games) or a 12 ticket undated game
voucher for Smokies baseball games ($99 value)]. This variety of incentives was provided with
the intention they would appeal to both mothers and fathers. Although personal identification
information was needed for disbursement of incentives, this information was downloaded to
secure University database separate from the survey so it could not be connected to survey
responses. After the close of data collection incentive recipients were randomly selected using
the SPSS 19 statistical software and contacted via email to claim their incentives which were
then distributed by the researcher.
Instrumentation
Scale development. The initial phase of scale construction following the literature
review included creating a pool of relevant and representative scale items, requesting expert
review of items, conducting a reading level analysis, and revising items accordingly. The next
phase of scale development—data collection and analysis—provided an estimate of the internal
consistency, the dimensionality, and preliminary indications of the construct validity of the scale
more fully explicated in the procedures and results.
The review of the literature did not identify any consistently used instruments to tap the
target construct of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress. Existing parent report
measures used in childhood stress research seem to be more global measures of child behavior,
mental health (e.g., depression), or emotional distress as opposed to focusing on school related
stress, examples of these measures include the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach,
1991) and the Personality Inventory for Children (PIC-2; Lachar & Gruber, 2004). The School
Refusal Assessment Scale-Revised (Kearney, 2002) incorporates a parent version, but is specific
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to the construct of school refusal, not parental perceptions of stress related to experiences
children have at school.
Due to this deficiency, researchers have been in a position of needing to create their own
measures for tapping parent perspectives about variables of interest relevant to children’s stress
which might include some aspects of school. For example, a 19-item measure developed by
Bagdi and Pfister (2006) for parent report of Children’s Stressful Events included only the
following school related items asking parents what their child would do if (a) he/she dropped
his/her lunch in the cafeteria and the other children started laughing at him/her? (b) he/she feels
that his/her school work is too hard? (c) your child wanted to sit next to a classmate on the
school bus, but the other child would not let him/her? (d) a teacher yelled at him/her? These few
items were more indicative of relational stressors rather than academic stressors.
The four dimensions identified for the scale were derived from the reviewed scholarly
literature. The presence of four factors representing a multidimensional nature of school related
stress has precedence. For example, the Test Anxiety Scale for Children (TASC; Sarason et al.,
1960). Wren and Benson (2004) reported that these dimensions have been identified as Test
Anxiety, Generalized School Anxiety, Recitation Anxiety, and Physiological Arousal in
Anticipated Recitation Situations (Dunn, 1974 as cited in Wren & Benson) and in further
research identified as Test Anxiety, Remote School Concern, Poor Self-Evaluation, and Somatic
Signs of Anxiety (Feld & Lewis, 1967 as cited in Wren & Benson). As previously described in
the literature review Barrett and Heubeck (2000) designated four domains of school experiences
that encompassed peers, schoolwork, teachers, and home-related issues (such as homework and
parent-school relations). The four dimensions identified for this study primarily reflect a
modification of the domains suggested by Barrett and Heubeck in an effort to emphasize areas
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most relevant to children’s academic experience, rather than peer interactions, that have potential
to induce stress. These dimensions included (a) the general school experience, (b) academic
work, (c) assessment, and (d) teachers.
Although it is theorized that these dimensions capture distinct aspects of the school
environment, it must be conceded that they are interrelated features of the school context and the
educational experience of the child. These dimensions also represent an effort to ensure the
content validity of the construct of parental perceptions of school stress such that relevant items
would comprehensively “represent the full scope of the content implied by the construct that it is
intended to measure” (Furr & Bacharach, 2008, p. 173). More specifically, the general
dimension captures a broad range of common elements in a child’s school experience such as
sitting still in school, having physical/health complaints that might be related to school, and
being angry about things that happen at school. The academic work dimension concerns those
aspects of school that are specific to the amount and level of challenge required in assigned work
both in the classroom and at home. The third theorized dimension, assessment, is intended to tap
the child’s experience of performance evaluation through grades, testing, and other evaluative
processes. The teacher is the final dimension accounting for the importance of the classroom
teacher in the school context considering both instructional practices and the interpersonal
aspects of the relationship between the child and the teacher.
Specific scale items were written after consulting several existing measures including the
parent-report scales listed above as well as unpublished, unstandardized items developed by
researchers for specific studies (cf. Anderson et al., 2005). In addition, instruments that were
designed for child self-report were evaluated and some items were adapted accordingly including
the 75-item School Sentiment Index-Intermediate Level (Reid, 1972). Examples of the original
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items include (a) I feel the teacher is generally pleased with my work (b) I look forward to going
to school, (c) I often feel rushed at school (d) I think the teacher assigns work that is too hard (d)
I think school gives me a stomach ache. Another instrument examined was the Perceived Stress
Scale (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983), frequently used in stress research with teens and
adults. These items were broadly conceived and provided a starting point for some items
included in the newly devised scale. Examples of the original items include (a) In the last month,
how often have you been upset because of something that happened unexpectedly? (b) In the last
month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”?
Fifty items, derived from the previous measures and identified through the reviewed
research and theory, comprised the initial pool of scale items. These fifty items were then
reviewed by between five and ten “experts” from each of the following categories of interested
parties: (a) parents, (b) teachers, (c) university professors, and (d) doctoral student colleagues.
Based on their recommendations, as part of the content validation process, items were further
revised. Practical issues (e.g., length of total instrument, number of items representing each
factor, and items per predicted respondent) were also taken into account to make final decisions
about what items would be retained to adequately represent the content relevant to the construct
(Furr & Bacharach, 2008). With all of these considerations in mind a 30-item scale was
developed. The reading level of the scale items was assessed using an online document
readability calculator. The Flesch-Kincaid, a commonly used readability index, indicated a
seventh grade (7.06) reading level and satisfied the recommendation of Streiner and Norman
(2008) that adult-report scales should not require reading skills above those of a 12 year old. The
30-items were, thereby, adopted for use as the initial pool of items in the parent survey
instrument.
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Measures. This section includes an overall description of the survey instrument
(Appendix A). Following this, specific information about how variables are measured with
samples of items is included.
The first four survey items in Section A identified the child the parent considered as
he/she completed the survey. The fifth and sixth items referred to the family structure, including
the child’s birth order and total number of children in the home. Section B items 1 to 30
consisted of items explicitly written to measure parental perceptions of childhood school related
stress. All items began with the same stem. The seven questions in Section C related to the level
and type of parent involvement or family engagement that potentially influences parental
perceptions such as time spent on homework, number of meetings with child’s teacher, accessing
the school website, and general attitude about education practices and testing. Finally, Section D
included 16 items referring to the demographic characteristics of the parent and child such as
income, parent education level, race/ethnicity, marital status, and employment of child’s parents.
On the final page of the survey, the parent was invited to comment with any thoughts or opinions
he/she did not get to express in other parts of the survey.
Parental perceptions of school related stress (PPSS). The 30-item scale developed, as
previously described, was intended to assess dimensions of parental perceptions of childhood
school related stress. Parent responses for each question used a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 =
very seldom to 5 = very often). The question stem for all items was “How often does your child
seem to…” with sample items including “be upset or stressed about school?”, “feel uneasy about
classroom tests or quizzes?”, and “think the teacher is usually fair?”
Due to small sample size, Cronbach’s alpha reliability and item analyses were used in lieu of a
factor analysis to examine the characteristics of and interrelationships among the items.
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Independent variables. Characteristics of the parent participants and the focal children
included in the survey, measured by single items, were (a) child age in years, (b) gender of child,
(c) single- or two parent status of household, and (d) total annual household income before taxes
as a proxy for socioeconomic status (SES). These variables were chosen based on the
theoretically predicted associations of these variables with PPSS and used to examine construct
validity in the absence of other objective criterion or other scales measuring similar constructs.
Time invested in homework. The amount of time invested in doing homework by the
child was assessed with the following open-ended numerical response item. “On a regular school
night, estimate how many minutes on average, your child spends doing homework?”
Perceived child academic performance. One item was intended to measure the parents’
perception of the child’s level of school achievement. “How well do you think your child
performs in school?" Responses included 1 = Below Average, 2 = Average, 3 = Above Average
and 4 = Don’t Know.
Additional survey items. Several items were included in the survey but were not part of
the regression analysis for this study, although some were used to describe the sample. The
additional family demographic variables included information about gender and age of parents,
child birth order, total number of children in the family, parental employment, parental marital
status, the level of parent education and whether the child lives with both biological parents.
In addition to reporting the time their children invested in homework the parents were
asked to report on the time they invested in helping their child with homework. Parental school
engagement was also assessed by items that measured parental use of technology and parental
attendance at open house, special events, and membership in the school’s parent organization.
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Additional items asked parents to indicate the frequency and types of their interactions with
child’s teacher, volunteering at school, accessing the school website, teacher’s webpage, and
online Messenger system. Other items were included to ascertain the parents’ attitudes or
awareness about education regarding specific practices/policies in education at the national and
local level.
Data Collection Procedures
The data collection process began a week prior to the survey launch by notifying
potential parent participants in an email introducing the study (Appendix B). This email was sent
directly by the researcher to the president of each parent organization who has access to parent
email information. To protect the identities of the participants the process in place was that the
president would then forward the emails to the designated individuals in each school who would
then forward the email to the parents of children in each of the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade classes.
Given the volunteer status of the members of these organizations it was difficult to be certain of
the effectiveness of this method of communication to the parents including whether or not the
emails were actually reaching the parents. An announcement about the survey was also posted on
each organization webpage available through a link on the school website (Appendix C).
Online and paper versions of the survey were made available for 3rd through 5th grade
parents (Appendix D). The survey was designed to be filled out by one parent (including stepparents and custodial parents) per family for one child. Information was desired from the parent,
step-parent or guardian who has the most contact with a child during the school week. If a parent
had multiple children in 3rd through 5th grades attending the schools, the survey was to be filled
out for the oldest child in this age range. These decisions were made prior to data collection to
insure the assumption of independence of observations necessary for statistical analysis.
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The data collection period was launched through an email sent to parents containing the
online survey internet link using IBM SPSS Data Collection Interviewer Web. An additional
survey link was established for parents who wanted to request a paper version of the survey to be
mailed to them (Appendix E). Both the survey link and paper survey request link were posted on
the parent organization website as well as emailed using the process in place at each school as
previously described. One paper version of the survey was requested using the request link and
was mailed to the parent during the data collection period. The parent name was not requested so
it was mailed to “School Name Parent” at the address provided. Included in the packet was a preaddressed stamped manila envelope with appropriate instructions regarding the optional entry
into the incentive drawing and how to return the survey to the researcher when completed. This
survey was completed and mailed back to the researcher during the data collection period.
Weekly follow-up or reminder emails were sent during the planned three week data
collection period (Appendices F & G). Given the low rate of response at the end of this time (N =
38), and with the approval of the parent organizations and the University Office of Research, the
data collection period was extended for an additional three weeks. During this extension flyers
(Appendix H) were posted around the school by the parent organization presidents at each school
and a smaller version of the flyer, including the survey link and the paper survey request link,
was sent home with the children in the designated grades. The parent organization presidents
requested an announcement to be made on the School Messenger system (Appendix I).
The researcher was also invited to make and hand out paper surveys at the organization
monthly meeting at each school. Paper surveys were collected from parents attending these
meetings by the PTA and PTSA presidents in two large manila envelopes. One envelope was
designated for the survey and the other was for entry into the incentive drawings. Both envelopes
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totaling five surveys were retrieved from the schools by the researcher so that data could be
manually entered into the statistical software program IBM SPSS 19. The day before the survey
closed a final email reminder was sent to the parent organization presidents to forward to parents
in one last effort to elicit greater participation (Appendix J).
Plan of Analysis
The data from the 86 online surveys was exported from IBM SPSS Data Collection
Interviewer to IBM SPSS 19 for statistical analyses. The data from the five paper surveys was
manually entered into the data files by the researcher. After data collection was completed the
response rate was less than 10% of the population culminating in a sample of 91 parents who
completed the survey. This sample size did not result in an adequate number of respondents for
the originally planned factor analysis that was based on the sample size recommendations for a
minimum N of 250 suggested by Cattell (1978). The final N of 89 is below even the lowest
standard for factor analysis which recommends that regardless of number of items, a minimum N
of 100 is necessary (Comfrey and Lee, 1992; Gorsuch, 1983; Osborne et al, 2008) for a
meaningful analysis. Thus, plans for the data analyses were revised.
To answer the first research question and to assess if the following academically relevant
dimensions in the school context: (a) general aspects of the school experience, (b) academic
work, (c) assessment, and (d) teachers were perceived by parents as contributing to stress for
their children. A reliability analysis and item analysis was conducted using all 30 scale items to
determine the internal consistency of the scale.
The second research question and directional hypotheses were addressed by regressing
the dependent variable PPSS on child age, child gender, single- or two-parent status of
household, time invested by child on homework, parental perception of child achievement, and
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family income in a simultaneous regression model to assess the overall model and direct effects
of each independent variable on parental perceptions of school stress to examine convergent
validity. To assess the usefulness of a scale a great deal of research is needed to establish
construct validity. This scale sought to establish evidence of convergent validity through
predefined hypotheses as a first step in testing how the scale performed in this sample in this
context.
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Chapter IV - Results
Prior to beginning the analyses, the complete set of data (N = 91) was screened for
missing data and distributions of all of the variables were examined checking for the shape of the
distribution and for outliers in the data. This examination revealed one case that did not meet the
criteria for inclusion in the study because the parent reported the child’s age as three years old
which is far below the expected age of a student in the 3rd to 5th grades. As a consequence, it was
necessary to exclude this case for the rest of the planned analyses. An approach to deal with
missing data was not necessary since there was no missing data for any variables. Results are
presented relative to each research question. The initial analyses to answer the first research
question were conducted with the sample size of 90 cases. During this examination, an
influential outlier was identified; therefore, the final sample size consisted of 89 participants.
The first results report those initial findings in an effort to clarify the process of how it was
decided that the final sample would be 89. Descriptive statistics for the final sample are
presented in Tables 3, 4, and 5 (N = 89).
Research Question One
Are the following dimensions: (a) general aspects of the school experience, (b) academic
work, (c) assessment, and (d) teachers relevant to academic achievement in the school context
perceived by parents as contributing to stress for their children?
To avoid response set some items were worded positively. Therefore, to answer the first
research question five of the 30 scale items were reverse coded to unify the direction of their
responses. Parent responses for each question used a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = Very Seldom
to 5 = Very Often). The stem for all scale items was: “How often does your child seem to...”
The specific items needing to be reverse coded included: “feel his/her teacher is generally
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pleased with his/her work?”, “enjoy going to school?”, “be confident about his/her ability to get
good grades?”, “think the teacher tries to make sure he/she understands the assigned work?”, and
“think the teacher is usually fair?” Reverse coding was necessary so that higher scores for all
items would indicate a higher parental perception of the child’s school stress.
The beginning sample size (N = 90) for the analysis is below even the most lenient
standard for factor analysis which recommends that regardless of number of items, a minimum N
of 100 is necessary (Comfrey and Lee, 1992; Gorsuch, 1983; Osborne et al., 2008) for a
meaningful analysis. Since the sample size was too small to assure accuracy of results in a scale
factor analysis, the corrected item-total correlation values were used to examine the viability of
creating a composite total score from the set of items. The corrected item-total correlation values
were used to assess the correlation of each item with the total scale score. Two scale items had
negative corrected item-total correlation values. The survey scale item “How often does your
child seem to be highly motivated to do assigned work at home?” had a value of -.39 and “How
often does your child think the assigned school work is too easy?” had a value of -.38. The only
other item of potential concern was “How often does your child feel the teacher is very
concerned about the class performance on standardized tests such as the TCAP?” which had a
corrected item-total correlation of .21
Items with a correlation below .30 or with negative values were reevaluated as to their
adequacy for measuring the construct of parental perceptions of school stress. It is appropriate to
retain scale items if they are theoretically important even if the score falls below the .30 value on
the corrected item-total correlation (Osborne et al., 2008; Streiner & Norman, 2008). It was
decided that the two items with negative corrected item-total correlation values would be
removed from the scale. It was doubtful they were usable indicators that a child was
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experiencing school stress as perceived by the parent and their inclusion could reduce the
validity of the scale. However, the item regarding teacher concern about class performance on
standardized tests was believed to be theoretically important to the construct being measured and
was, therefore, retained.
A reliability analysis was again conducted using the remaining 28 scale items (N = 90).
Cronbach’s alpha was .93. Although the corrected item-total correlation value of the item
referring to teacher concern about standardized testing was the same at .21, deleting that item
would not change the Cronbach’s alpha. Again, it was decided to retain the item as part of the
scale because of its conceptual relevance to the construct of parental perceptions of childhood
school related stress.
As previously stated, the values for the corrected item-total correlations were used in lieu
of factor loadings since the sample size (N = 90) was below the recommended number for a
factor analysis (cf. Osborne et al., 2008). The results did not support the hypothesized four
dimensions of parental perceptions of childhood school related stress. Thus, a unidimensional
scale was indicated since all but one of the corrected item-total correlations (teacher concern
about standardized testing) were above .30 suggesting the homogeneity of the set of items
measuring the same construct. The composite scale Parental Perceptions of School Stress (PPSS)
was created from the remaining 28 items as a mean composite score with higher scores
indicating parents perceived greater school stress in their children. Parents were asked to report
the frequency with which they observed specific behaviors and attitudes indicating greater school
stress. The potential range of values was from 1 through 5.
The descriptive statistics with related graphs (e.g., histograms, scatterplots, and boxplots)
were examined to assess the distribution of scale items for the total scale score assessing range,
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mean, variability, skew, and kurtosis as well as checking for any additional data anomalies
affecting normality. For the total scale score there was a full range of responses from 1 to 5 for
each item, M = 2.21, SD = .62, 95% CI [2.08, 2.34] indicating the data was fairly well-centered
with a reasonable amount of variance. However, there was some concern regarding normality
(skewness = .74, SE = .25; kurtosis = .97, SE = 50) given the results of the tests for normality
including the Kolmogrov-Smirnov (.10, p = .03) and the Shapiro-Wilk (.96, p = .01)—both of
which were significant.
In addition, the observation of both the histogram and the boxplot graphs exposed a
potentially influential outlier. An investigation of that case in the dataset seemed to indicate that
one participant chose the response, 5 = Very Often, for every item that reflected a high level of
school stress and 1 = Very Seldom for every item that would indicate less school stress. Due to
the extreme nature of the responses, the case was not included for the next analyses leaving a
sample of 89 participants.
After the outlier was deleted, another reliability analysis was conducted to reexamine the
internal consistency reliability with the final sample (N = 89). This resulted in a Cronbach’s
alpha of .92. The corrected item-total correlation for all items was above .30 including the
previously questionable item regarding teacher concern about standardized tests. For the
modified 28-item scale, with this sample of 89, the range of Cronbach’s alpha scores when items
were deleted was between .91 and .92. The corrected item-total correlations ranged between .30
and .71 (M = .516) and the Cronbach’s alpha, if items deleted, are strong preliminary indicators
of unidimensionality when a sample size is not large enough to endorse a meaningful factor
analysis. See Table 3 for the means, standard deviations, corrected item-totals, and Cronbach’s
alpha if item deleted (N = 89).
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Table 3
Parental Perceptions of School Stress Scale
Descriptive Statistics
Item stem:
How often does your child seem to:
Or Abbreviated Scale Item

M

SD

Corrected
Cronbach's
Item-Total Alpha if Item
Correlation Deleted

2.56

.94

.55

.91

3.37

1.12

.34

.92

2.60

1.11

.51

.91

Feel his/her teacher is generally pleased with
his/her school work?

1.93

.89

.68

.91

Think the teacher does not give him/her
enough time to do his/her work?

2.65

1.17

.45

.91

2.03

.98

.51

.91

2.29

.94

.57

.91

2.47

.95

.55

.91

2.75

1.17

.41

.91

2.73

1.25

.30

.92

1.45

.78

.48

.91

Be frustrated about not understanding
assignments?

2.38

1.03

.71

.91

Be angry about something that happened at
school?

2.01

.92

.39

.91

2.46

1.22

.61

.91

Be upset or stressed about school?
Feel the teacher is very concerned about the
class performance on standardized tests
such as the TCAP?
Feel uneasy about classroom tests or quizzes?

Enjoy going to schoo?l
Think the assigned school work is too hard?
Be worried about homework?
Be nervous about taking required
standardized achievement tests (like the
TCAP)?
Worry about following school rules and
expectations (e.g., being counted tardy, or
forgetting things such as homework, lunch,
lunch money, papers needing parent
signature)?
Avoid going to school?

Be worried about the grades on his/her grade
report to parents?
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Table 3. Continued.
Item stem:
How often does your child seem to:
Or Abbreviated Scale Item

M

SD

Corrected
Item-Total
Correlation

Cronbach's
Alpha if
Item
Deleted

2.12

.96

.58

.91

2.82

1.05

.49

.91

Be confident about his/her ability to get good
grades?

2.38

1.01

.50

.91

Think the teacher tries to make sure he/she
understands the assigned work?

2.20

.94

.54

.91

1.88

.82

.54

.91

2.26

1.23

.42

.92

1.91

1.11

.48

.91

Be anxious because the school work load
seems overwhelming?

2.15

1.02

.59

.91

Be troubled because his/her grades are behind
other children in the class?

1.65

.89

.59

.91

1.35

.68

.49

.91

Think the teacher is not very friendly with the
children in his/her class?

1.52

.99

.51

.91

Be concerned about being embarrassed by the
teacher?

1.71

1.12

.44

.92

Feel the teacher doesn’t like him/her when
he/she does something wrong?

1.88

1.20

.66

.91

1.63

.91

.56

.91

Struggle to complete assignments correctly?
Feel pressure to do well on daily
assignments?

Think the teacher is usually fair?
Have a hard time paying attention at school?
Have a problem with sitting still at school?

Be afraid of his/her teacher?

Have physical/health complaints that might
be related to school? (for example, stomach
ache or nausea, headache, faintness, teeth
grinding, etc.)
Note. N = 89; M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation.
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Descriptives were again examined for the composite scale (PPSS). Range of responses
was 1 to 5 for 25 items and the range was 1 to 4 for the other 3 items (i.e., “How often does your
child seem to think the assigned school work is too hard?”; How often does your child seem to
be troubled because his/her grades are behind other children in the class?”; How often does your
child seem to be afraid of his/her teacher?”). The mean and standard deviation scores for each
item indicated good variability centered on the mean.
Additional descriptive results (N = 89) indicated a range from 1 to 4, M = 2.18, SD = .57,
95% CI [2.06, 2.30] and improved the results of skewness (.32, SE = .26) and kurtosis (-.60, SE
=.51). One of the corresponding tests of normality was no longer significant— the KolmogrovSmirnov (.10, p = .03) and the Shapiro-Wilk (.97, p = .07). The histogram appeared normal and
boxplot graphs indicated no outliers after this case was excluded. Based on this examination it
was plausible for further analyses to continue with the sample of 89 cases since the outlier
presented problems with non-normality that were decreased by its exclusion. PPSS was,
therefore, the dependent variable used in the subsequent regression analyses.
Research Question Two
Do parental perceptions of childhood school related stress vary by: (a) child age, (b) child
gender, (c) single or two parent household status (d) time invested by child on homework, (e)
child’s academic performance level as perceived by the parent, and (f) family SES?
Although hypotheses were made expecting results in a particular direction, nondirectional hypotheses were tested because results in either direction would be important. Given
that direct effects were hypothesized in this investigation, a simultaneous linear regression was
conducted to analyze the overall effects of the model with all variables as well as the univariate
relationship of each independent variable to the dependent variable PPSS. Prior to the regression
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analysis the descriptive statistics and frequencies with histograms and bar charts were revisited
for each independent variable. The relevant statistics for are shown in Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4
Means, Standard Deviations, and Range for Composite Scale and Interval Variables
Variable

M

SD

Range

PPSS 28-item scale

2.18

.57

1-5

Child age

9.40

1.03

40.84

27.17

7.83

2.68

Time spent on homework by child
Family Income (SES)

7 – 12 years
0-150 minutes/night
Under $25,000 – Over $250,000

Note: N = 89; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

Table 5
Means, Standard deviations, and Percentages for Dichotomous Variables
Variable

M

SD

Percentages

Child gender

.52

.50

Single or two parent
householdb

.89

.32

Males = 48%
Females = 52%
Single parent = 11%
Two parent = 89%

Child’s level of academic
performancec

.72

.45

Below average/average = 28%
Above average = 72%

Note: N = 89; M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation.

The parents’ reported level of the child’s academic performance was unevenly distributed
as 72% of the sample parents reported an above average academic performance level for the
child under consideration, 26% average, and only 2% of the parents reported the child to be
below average. To attempt to manage this disparity and retain the sample size, the three level
ordinal variable was recoded to a new dichotomous variable such that the below average/average
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students were considered as a single group making up 28% of the focal children in the parent
sample (0 = below average/average, 1 = above average). Although the distribution was still
unequal, it was decided that this predictor was adequate to be used in the regression model to
answer the research question.
In the first regression model PPSS was regressed on the independent variables
simultaneously. To address the elements of the research question related to the hypotheses, all
six predictor variables were entered in the regression at the same time. This was an appropriate
analytical choice for an estimation of direct effects. The continuous level independent variables
included in the model were the age of the child and the number of minutes the child spent on an
average school night as estimated by the parent. Other included variables were parents’ reports
of the gender of the child (0 = male, 1 = female), perceptions of the child’s level of academic
performance, and if the parent considered the family to be a single-parent or two-parent
household (0 = single-parent, 1 = two-parent). These three predictors of parental perceptions of
school stress were considered dichotomous variables for the regression analysis. In addition,
parent report of the total family income (a proxy for SES) was an ordinal variable in the
regression model.
A histogram of the distribution of the standardized residuals did not indicate any issues
with normality. The examination of a scatterplot of the standardized predicted values and the
studentized residuals indicated there was not a problem with homoscedasticity. The bivariate
scatterplots suggested a linear relationship between each independent variable and the dependent
variable. The normal probability plot showed a nearly straight line. Correlations can be seen in
Table 6
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Table 6

Parental Perceptions of School Stress (PPSS) and Predictor Variables used in Regression Analysis
Correlations and 95% Confidence Intervals (In Parentheses)
1
1. PPSS_28
2. Child age
3. Child gendera
4. Single or two parent
householdb
5. Child time invested in
homework
6. Child’s level of
academic performancec
7.Family income

.09
(-.12, .29)
-.03
(-.24, .18)
-.15
(-.35, .06)
.39***
(.20, .55)
-.45***
(-.60, -.27)
.03
(-.18, .24)

2

3

4

5

6

-.08
(-.28, .13)
.14
(-.07, .34)
.34**
(.14, .51)
.08
(-.28, .13)
.15
(-.06, .35)

-.13
(-.33, .08)
.03
(-.18, .24)
.05
(-.16, .26)
-.04
(-.25, .17)

.12
(-.09, .32)
.09
(-.12, .29)
.43***
(.24, .59)

-.28**
(-.46, -.18)
.04
(-.17, .25)

Note. N = 89.
a
child gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; bsingle or two parent household: 0 = single-parent, 1 = two-parent; child’s level of
academic performance: 0 = below average/average, 1 = above average.
**p <.01 ***p < .001 (2-tailed).

.09
(-.12, .29)
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Examination of the regression results indicated the overall model was statistically
significant F(6, 82) =9.46, p < .001. The largest value of Cook’s Distance was .22 suggesting no
influential outliers. Tolerance values, ranging from .78 to .97 suggested no problem with
multicollinearity. The linear combination of the variables accounted for 32.1 % of the variance in
parental perceptions of the school related stress (R2 = .32, CI = .17, .47) —a large effect
according to Cohen’s commonly accepted standards for size of R2 suggest .13 as medium and .25
as large (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Results of the regression analysis with all six
variables are shown in Table 7. However, results indicated only partial confirmation of the
specific hypotheses.
The regression showed that when controlling for all of the other variables the time
children spent on homework, the single- or two-parent status of the family, and the parents’
perception of the child’s academic performance were statistically significantly related to PPSS.
Results for the first regression model are examined more specifically related to each of the
research hypotheses guiding this investigation for construct validity.
Hypothesis 1. Parents’ perceptions of childhood school related stress are positively
related to the age of the child. Results for the predicted relationship between the age of the child
and parental perception of school stress were not statistically significant. Therefore, the
hypothesis was not supported.
Hypothesis 2. Parents perceive greater school related stress for girls than for boys.
According to the regression results, there was not a statistically significant relationship between
child gender and parental perceptions of school related stress. Again, this hypothesis was not
supported.
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Hypothesis 3. Single parents perceive higher levels of school related stress in their
children than parents of children living in two parent families. Regression results indicated an
expected negative and statistically significant relationship between the presence of one or two
parents in the household and parental perceptions of school stress. More specifically, and as
expected, when controlling for child age and gender, the time the child spends on homework, the
parental perception of the child’s academic performance, and SES, single parents perceived
greater school related stress in their children than parents in a two parent household, although the
unequal distribution of single- and two-parent families must be kept in mind when interpreting
these results.
Hypothesis 4. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school
related stress and the time children spend on homework as reported by parents. The regression
results indicated a positive and statistically significant relationship between time spent on
homework by the child and parental perception of school stress. In other words, the results
supported the hypothesis that the more time spent by a child doing homework, taking into
account all of the other identified independent variables, the more child stress related to the
school context was perceived by the parent.
Hypothesis 5. There is a positive relationship between parental perceptions of school
related stress and parental perceptions of the child’s academic performance level. Contrary to
the hypothesis, the child’s academic performance level, controlling for all other included
variables, was negatively, although statistically significantly, related to the parental perception of
childhood school related stress. In other words, the higher the parents reported their children’s
academic performance to be the less school stress the parents perceived in their children.
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Table 7

Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analyses for Six Variables Predicting PPSS
Model 1
B
95% CI for B SE
β
95% CI for β Tolerance
Child age

.01

[-.10, .12]

.06

.02

[-.18, .22]

.83

Child gendera
Single or two parent
householdb
Time spent on
homework by child
Child’s level of
academic performancec
Family Income
R2

-.05

[-.26, .16]

.10

-.04

[-.22, .14]

.96

-.40

[-.77, -.04]

.18

-.23*

[-.43, -.03]

.78

.01

[.00, .01]

.00

.31**

[.10, .52]

.77

-.45

[-.69, -.20]

.12

-.36***

[-.55, -.17]

.87

.03
.32

[-.01, .07]

.02

.14

[-.06, .34]

.80

F(df)

6.46 (6, 82)***

Note. N = 89; SE = Standard error; CI = Confidence interval.
a
child gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; bsingle or two parent household: 0 = single-parent, 1 = two parent; child’s level of academic
performance (as perceived by parents): 0 = below average/average, 1 = above average.
*p < .05., **p <.01 ***p < .001
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Hypothesis 6. Higher SES parents report greater childhood school related stress than
lower SES parents. The expected relationship between SES and parental perceptions of their
children’s school stress was not statistically significant and did not support the hypothesis.
Due to the unexpected direction of the effects regarding the relationship of the parents’
report of the child’s level of academic performance with parental perceptions of school stress, a
second regression model was conducted without including this independent variable. First, there
was a possibility of measurement error. As previously described, due to the skewed distribution
of the variable, the 3-level Likert-type response scale was dichotomized for the first regression
analysis combining the below average/average students, as perceived and reported by the
parents, making this group 28% of the children considered for the study and 72% of the children
at above average, according to their parents. A more objective measurement of academic
performance, such as grade reports or test scores, would have been preferable. Secondly, it was
decided that since so many of the parents reported that their children were above average it may
be indicative of the “Lake Wobegon Effect” (Maxwell & Lopus, 1994) implying that parents
could be inclined to overestimate the academic abilities of their own children. Consequently,
there was the potential for conceptual ambiguity with this variable and it was excluded from the
regression model.
Thus, PPSS was regressed simultaneously on the five remaining predictors including
child age, child gender, single- or two-parent household status, the time spent on homework by
the child, and SES (i.e., parent estimated total yearly family income). Again, an examination of
the regression results indicated the overall model was statistically significant F(5, 83) = 4.44, p =
.001. The largest value of Cook’s Distance was .09 suggesting no influential outliers. Tolerance
values, ranging from .79 to .97, suggested no problem with multicollinearity. For this alternate
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model the linear combination of the five predictor variables accounted for 21.1% of the variance
in parental perceptions of school related stress (R2 = .21, CI = .07, .35). This still suggests a
fairly large effect of the overall model approaching the accepted .25 R2 standard (Cohen et al.,
2003).
In the second model the independent variables single or two parent household and the
time spent on homework by the child were still statistically significant with a fairly large
magnitude of effects while controlling for child age, child gender, and family SES. These results
supported the third and fourth hypotheses according to Keith’s (2006) rule of thumb that the
magnitude of the effects for variables with statistically significant β’s above .25 can be
considered meaningful and large. As in the first regression model, none of the other remaining
variables were statistically significant. The results can be seen in Table 8. A representation based
on this alternative regression analysis is illustrated in Figure 2.
Following the alternative regression model with five variables a final regression analysis was
performed on a reduced model where PPSS was regressed on the two variables that had been
statistically significant in the previous two models, single or two-parent household and time
invested in homework by child. Again, an examination of the regression results indicated the
overall model was statistically significant F(2, 86) = 10.19, p < .001. The largest value of Cook’s
Distance was .16 suggesting no influential outliers. Tolerance values were .99 suggesting no
problem with multicollinearity.
For this reduced model the linear combination of the two independent variables
accounted for 19.2% of the variance in parental perceptions of school related stress (R2 = .19, CI
= .05, .33). Based on the accepted standards established by Cohen et al. (2003), the R 2 value is

98
Table 8
Summary of Simultaneous Regression Analyses for Five Variables Predicting PPSS
Model 2
B

95% CI for B

SE

β

95% CI for β

Tolerance

Child age

-.03

[-.14, .09]

.06

-.05

[-.26, .16]

.85

Child gendera
Single or two parent
householdb
Time spent on
homework by child

-.08

[-.31, .14]

.11

-.07

[-.27, .13]

.97

-.47

[-.86, -.08]

.12

-.26*

[-.48, -.04]

.79

.01

[.00, .01]

.00

.44***

[.23, .65]

.87

Family Income

.03

[-.02, .07]

.02

.13

[-.09, .35]

.80

R2

.21

F(df)

4.44(5, 83)**

Note. N = 89; SE = Standard error; CI = Confidence interval .
a
child gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; bsingle or two parent household: 0 = single-parent, 1 = two-parent; child’s level of academic
performance: 0 = below average/average, 1 = above average.
*p < .05., **p <.01 ***p < .001.
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exactly in between a medium (.13) and large (.25) effect. Single or two parent household,
controlling for child homework time, had a moderate and significant effect on PPSS (b = -.36, CI
= -.71, -. 02; β = -.20, CI -.40, -.01, p < .05). Child time invested in homework, controlling for
single or two parent household, had a substantial and significant effect on PPSS (b = .01, CI =
.00, .01; β = .41, CI = .22, .61, p < .001). This is in accord with the standards suggested by Keith
(2006) β’s above .10 can be considered of moderate magnitude and β’s greater than .25 can be
interpreted as having a large magnitude of effect. The final model is illustrated in Figure 3.

Child Age

Child Gendera

Single or Two
Parent Householdb

-.05

-.07 (Female)

-.26* (Two Parent)

Parental Perception
of School Stress

.44***
Child Homework
Timec

.13
Family SES =
Family Income
Figure 2. Five variable (Model 2) for direct effects on parental perception of school stress
N = 89; β (Beta) coefficients given for each path, R2 = .21.
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Single or Two
Parent Household

-.20* (Two Parent)

.41***

Parental Perception
of School Stress

Child Homework
Time

Figure 3. Two variable (Model 3) for direct effects on parental perception of school stress
N = 89; β (Beta) coefficients given for each path, R2 = .19
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Chapter V - Discussion and Implications
This study represents an attempt to advance an understanding of childhood stress in the
intersection between school and home by investigating the perceptions of parents related to stress
experienced by their children in the school context specifically related to aspects of academics.
To achieve this purpose, a scale was developed to measure parental perceptions of school related
stress and hypotheses were tested to provide preliminary information regarding scale reliability
and validity. This investigation represents the first study conducted in this area of inquiry related
to childhood stress highlighting the intersection between the two proximal contexts of school and
home with emphasis given to the perspective of parents. The major conclusions from the study
are presented and then discussed in relationship to the research questions that guided the study.
Implications and recommendations for future research and practice are then proposed. Finally,
strengths and limitations of the study are considered prior to a brief summary.
Conclusions from the Study
A unidimensional, as opposed to a multidimensional, scale was supported with strong
internal consistency. Regression analyses supported the overall model suggesting a moderate to
large statistically significant influence of the independent variables on the dependent variable,
PPSS. In other words, taken as a whole, child age and gender, the amount of time a child spends
on homework, the single- or two-parent status of the household, and family income did impact
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress and captured a significant portion of
variance. The univariate analyses supported two variables as statistically significant influences
on PPSS, specifically, the presence of either one or two parents in the household and the amount
time the child invested in homework. It may be tentatively claimed, with this group of parents in
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this context, there was beginning evidence for construct validity for the scale measuring parental
perceptions of school stress.
Discussion
The first research question addressed the dimensionality and reliability of the scale
designed as a measure of parental perceptions of school stress in children. The purpose of the
second research question was to establish some degree of construct validity for the scale by
testing hypotheses. Given that results in either direction would be important, non-directional
hypotheses were tested even though there was an expectation of results in a specific direction for
each hypothesis. The discussion is organized according to each research question.
Instrument dimensionality and reliability. The results of the analyses examining the
first research question established a 28-item PPSS scale to measure parental perceptions of
school related stress in children demonstrating high internal consistency (α = .92). The original
30 items used in the survey were reduced based on the results of the item analysis correlations
and with consideration to the theoretical conceptualization of the construct. The 28 items with
moderate and higher correlations and conceptual importance in tapping the construct of parental
perceptions of school stress were retained (Streiner & Norman, 2008) and were used to create a
mean composite scale score with higher scores indicating higher parental perception of school
stress (PPSS). The interitem structure derived from interitem correlations were fairly well
clustered around the mean intercorrelation (.52) with most items of moderate magnitude.
Although this is slightly higher than the .15 to .50 range recommended by Clark and Watson
(1995), a cautious claim of unidimensionality of the scale can be made from these results in view
of the sample size (N = 89).
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Thus, although bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) underscored the
complexity of the proximal processes of persons in each context, supporting the potential
multidimensionality of the experience of stress by children in schools, it was not apparent in the
perceptions of this sample of parents. In addition, contrary to existing empirical research
pointing to separate domains in the experience of childhood school related stress, (Barrett &
Heubeck, 2000; Wren & Benson, 2004), the proposed multidimensional nature of the scale
measuring academic related stress was not supported with this sample. In addition to the
questionable adequacy of the sample size, there are several reasons the a priori theoretically
conceived factors underlying the target construct were perhaps not evident in the data. One
possibility is that a child may differentiate these domains as discrete elements of the school
experience, but the domains are not perceived as distinct by the parent who is not in the school
context, but interacts directly with the child in the home context and therefore has only indirect
knowledge of the actual experience of the child at school. The idea that the child’s own
perception of the school experience is more differentiated is consistent with previous research
when children have identified specific sources of stress in the school environment such as
wetting in class, getting bad grades on a report card (Anderson et al., 2005), school work,
relationships with teachers (Dickey & Henderson, 1989), tests, and conflicts with teachers
(Fallin, et al., 2001). It may be that when children are older, parents are better able to perceive
the differentiated aspects of the school environment that induce stress because as children
advance cognitively they are better equipped to express their specific concerns to their parents.
Alternatively, the unexpected unidimensionality of the scale may be an indication that parents
lack awareness of either the levels or distinct sources of their children’s stress, thereby
supporting what has been found in previous research which is that parents underestimate their
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children’s stress (APA, 2009, 2010; Bagdi & Pfister, 2006; Lehman & Repetti, 2007). In any
case, it is feasible to speculate that with a larger, more diverse sample using factor analytical
techniques that a multidimensional nature of the construct of parental perceptions of school
related stress could emerge.
In sum, the initial findings of the PPSS scale suggest a strong internal consistency and a
cautious claim can be made for the unidimensionality of the measure in this initial phase of scale
development as part of an effort to expand understanding about childhood stress at the
intersection of the school and family contexts.
Instrument validation. The lack of a pre-existing scale measuring the construct of
interest precluded the inclusion of a comparable scale as part of the survey instrument.
Additionally, the decision was made to limit the length of the survey instrument by not including
additional scales measuring related concepts although they would have served a purpose in
establishing convergent and discriminant validity. This decision was consistent with the
recommendations of Worthington and Whitaker (2006) who suggested that additional scales
“may interact with the items designed for the new instrument to affect participant responses and
thus, interfere in the scale development process” (p. 814). Therefore, to assess construct validity
related pre-existing scales were not included in the survey; rather, specific hypotheses, related to
empirically or theoretically expected relationships between discrete single item independent
variables and parental perceptions of childhood school stress were tested.
In all three simultaneous regressions, the overall models had statistically significant
medium to large effects on PPSS. In other words, the amount of variance in PPSS explained by
all variables together in each of the three models provided partial evidence of construct validity
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even as the models were progressively reduced to the final model with the two statistically
significant predictor variables.
Univariate examinations. As previously indicated in the results of the regression
analysis, while controlling for the impact of all of the independent variables, the data supported
the third and fourth hypotheses, indicating a meaningful and moderate magnitude of effect for
single or two parent household and a statistically significant and large magnitude of effect for the
amount of time a child spends invested in homework on parental perceptions of childhood school
related stress. These findings provided preliminary evidence of construct validity. Findings for
all of the hypothesized relationships will be explained next in more detail relative to previous
research and theory.
Child age. Findings did not indicate a statistically significant relationship between the
age of the child and parental perceptions of school stress. Although existing empirical evidence
was mixed, a potentially positive relationship would have been consistent with some past
research claims that fears related to academic evaluation increase as children get older
(McDonald, 2001). The reality of the emphasis on accountability due to current policies (NCLB,
ESEA, Race to the Top) is that demands for children are beginning at ever younger ages and
increasing with even more expected of older children. The lack of a statistically significant
finding regarding the association between age and parental perceptions of their child’s stress may
be attributed to the truncated age range of the sample in this study. Ninety-eight percent of the 3rd
to 5th grade children considered by the participating parents spanned in age from 8 to 11 years
old and 64% of the children were either 9 or 10 years of age. A larger sample of parents with
children in this age range or parents of children representing a broader range of grades and ages
may be needed to adequately assess the effect of age. Another possibility is that a higher level of
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stress due to age does not substantially increase until middle school or high school when the
emphasis on achievement and GPA seems to be given greater emphasis. Bronfenbrenner (1999)
also expressed more concern about the pressures experienced by children as they age,
particularly during the stage of adolescence. This can, partially be accounted for by the person
characteristic of age as a function of the changing proximal processes in the school and home
contexts over the course of both the theoretical conceptions of microtime and macrotime.
Child gender. Although the link between gender and parental perceptions of childhood
school related stress with parents perceiving girls to have higher stress than boys was not
statistically significant nor in the expected direction, the lack of statistical significance might,
again, be a function of the sample size. These findings are contrary to some earlier research
which supported a greater prevalence of stress in females for both children and adults (Byrne et
al., 2011) as well as gender differences found for children and adolescents in the school context
(McDonald, 2001; Sevcikova et al., 2003; Shannon et al., 2010; Wren & Benson, 2004). Similar
to the reasoning of Byrne et al., it may be that the gender influence is not as differentiated in the
stereotypical ways for school age children as it is for adults. Lending credence to this argument
is research with young children (Hart et al., 1998) in which preschool boys exhibited higher
stress than did girls. One explanation may be that parents perceive boys, at younger ages, to
exhibit more stress related to academics—the focus of this study— whereas they perceive stress
for girls more often in the arena of interpersonal relationships rather than academics. Again, in
light of Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model (1999; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, 2006), gender is
a person characteristic that may influence variations in the proximal processes in each
microsystem over time impacting the perception of stress.
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Single or two parent household. The finding that parents who reported being single
parents perceived higher levels of school related stress in their children than parents in two
parent households supported prior assertions that children in intact families (i.e., whose parents
are married) have lower levels of stress (Karr & Johnson, 1991). This is consistent with the vast
research about the negative effects of divorce on children (cf. Amato, 2005). The current
findings may provide further evidence that single parents themselves are more stressed by the
vicissitudes of daily life and this may impact their perception of their children’s stress. Similarly,
research in this area of inquiry has shown a pattern indicating that children in single parent
families experience more stress or that the atmosphere in the home is just more stressed. These
data also appear to support the assertions of Bronfenbrenner (1999) that societal change
contributing to an increase in single parent families over recent years has indicated “ that the
rising developmental disarray of children is the product of marked and continuing changes,
taking place over the same time period, in the social institutions and informal structures that have
the greatest impact on the development of competence and character in the next generation”
(“The Growing Chaos”, para. 6). It must be acknowledged, however, that in this sample 89% of
the parents were married.
Amount of time spent on homework by the child. The most interesting finding in this
research was that the amount of time invested by a child on homework (as reported by the
parent) had a substantial and significant effect on parental perceptions of childhood school
related stress as measured by the PPSS. This is compatible with the findings of Lareau’s (2001,
2003) that homework is a source of conflict between parents and children. The conflict generated
when working on homework may provide the most direct evidence the parent has about the
child’s school stress.
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Prior work (Marzano & Pickering, 2007) has also asserted that one of the primary means
for a parent to be involved in a child’s education is through engaging with the child as he/she
completes assigned homework. The child’s reaction to homework is one way that a parent can
gauge the child’s skills and abilities as well as the child’s socioemotional responses. Parental
involvement, awareness, and monitoring of homework create, perhaps, the clearest window into
the child’s school experience for the parent. It is logical, therefore, to assert that if a child spends
more time on homework that this might be a function of the child struggling with the given tasks
and could be interpreted by the parent as stress.
Similarly, it is possible that the longer the child takes to complete homework the more
stressed the child becomes, elevating the level of stress for both the child and the parent. This
may be due to the child’s lack of understanding, undeveloped communication skills, or could be
attributed to a stress response outside the child’s optimal range (Beidel & Alfano, 2011; Yerkes
& Dodson, 1908) which contributes to an escalation of emotions.
From another perspective, these results could be understood as a function of the
emotional ripple effect (Barsade, 2002; Larson & Almeida, 1999). It is possible that the more
time the child spends doing homework the more stress related emotions the parent feels which
then elicits stress emotions in the child. Given the bi-directional nature of the ripple effect the
reaction could be reversed; the child becomes more emotional due to stress while doing his/her
homework and the level of the parents’ stress-related emotions increases accordingly.
As Brobeck et al. (2007) indicated children “perceive school work to be ‘more important’
than various leisure activities” (p. 8) and fear not having enough time for school work and
“lagging behind other children” (p. 8). Perhaps such responses are evident to the parent while the
child is doing homework.
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Child academic performance. The results for this hypothesis, although significant, were
not in the expected direction. In this sample parents perceived children with higher academic
performance to be less stressed than their counterparts with lower reported academic
performance levels. This finding was incongruous with the previous research pointing toward
higher achieving students exhibiting more stress relative to academics than students with less
successful academic performance (Connor et al., 2009/2010; Pope, 2010) and the import children
give academic concerns (Anderson et al., 2005; Fallin, et al., 2001; Greene, 1988). However,
most of the reviewed research was with secondary and post-secondary students, not elementary
age children.
One possible explanation is that parents at the elementary level do not perceive the stress
their children feel to perform well in school because parents often contribute to that pressure
(Lareau, 2001, 2003). On the other hand, contrary to Lareau, it might be the support high
achieving children receive from their parents due to parental involvement and interest the
children’s schooling offsets the pressure children may feel to perform well; and, as supported in
the scholarly work parent involvement is associated with higher academic achievement
(Anderson & Minke, 2007).
From another perspective it may be that if the children were asked to report on their own
levels of stress the results might be different given the discrepancies between parent-report and
child-report about the level stress experienced by children (APA, 2009; 2010; Bagdi & Pfister,
2006). It is also possible that parents who consider their children’s academic performance to be
above average do not perceive their children to be stressed until they are subject to the increasing
academic demands in middle or high school.
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At any rate, this independent variable was excluded after the first regression analysis
because of the estimation of measurement error and conceptual ambiguity of this construct as
previously explained in the results. All things considered, it was decided that other methods of
assessing this variable were needed to examine the link between a child’s academic performance
and parental perceptions of school stress.
After further consideration when revisiting these findings, it could be argued that the
hypothesis, although based on Lareau’s (2000, 2003) scholarly work, predicting that parents who
report their children have higher academic performance perceive greater school stress in their
children, did not capture the full import and complexity in understanding this association. It is
possible that the children represented in this sample—of these highly educated, economically
advantaged, primarily married parents with high numbers reporting that one parent in the family
chooses to stay-at-home—do perform academically above average and that for these parents this
perception is a valuable indicator of lower levels of academic stress in the elementary school
years. It could also be that the parents of less-stressed children are more likely to take the time to
fill out a parent survey since they may be spending less time with their children on homework. If
a child is experiencing a high level of stress, regardless of academic performance, a parent may
choose to spend his/her time involved with the child’s education in a more hands-on role rather
than filling out a survey. In the end, it does seem plausible to assert that parents who perceive
their children struggling academically would attribute to their children a higher degree of school
stress and the use of parental perceptions of academic performance should be reconsidered for
future research, perhaps in conjunction with objective academic records of performance.
Income/SES. Salient to this sample, most of the parents in this study were well-educated
(75% with a 4-year college degree or more) and many reported a gross annual income of over
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$100,000—making them middle to upper middle class families thereby suggesting an orientation
toward concerted cultivation for these parents. Although the pressure placed by parents in higher
income brackets on their children aligns with previous research (Lareau, 2001; 2003), the
association between SES and parental perceptions of school stress was not at a level of statistical
significance. In the future this relationship should be examined again in samples with greater
diversity in SES.
Implications and Future Research
In addition to adding to a body of knowledge, the value of scale development research is
in the utility of the instrument for both practical application and future research. One potential
application is the use of this scale to heighten the awareness of parents and educators regarding
school related stress experienced by children. This increased understanding may be a tool for
parents (and educators) to advocate for educational policies that not only enhance cognitive
development in an effort to attain higher school achievement, but also attend to broader issues of
the interrelationship between the cognitive and socioemotional outcomes.
One of the aims when developing scales to measure constructs in the social sciences is
that reliable and valid instruments can be used by practitioners to design evidence based
interventions (Cabrera-Nguyen, 2010). For example, an intervention could take the form of
designing opportunities for greater communication and collaboration between parents and
schools. Burts et al. (1992) indicated that academic pressure applied at both school and home
“diminished reserves of energy for coping” (p. 315) among children. A possible collaborative
intervention for parents working together with school personnel could include advocating for
available programs that have been designed to assist children in developing stress management
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strategies to cope with the demands at school and to prevent or reduce their stress (Bailey, 2011;
Baer, 2003; Greenland, 2010; Hooker & Fodor, 2008).
Another intervention that may stem from the use of this scale for increasing parental
awareness is finding ways to improve parent observational skills by helping parents understand
what behaviors, attitudes, and comments indicate the child is experiencing academic stress.
There is the potential that increased efforts of parents and educators working together could be
used to affirm and support the role parents play in providing the socioemotional support critical
to the educational progress of their children (Search Institute, 2002).
Further implications apply to educators who may use information about child school
related stress gained from parents to heighten their own understanding of childhood stress and
how “stress related problems affect students” (p. 19) and their performance in school (Fallin, et
al., 2001). Greater awareness of the impact of the time a child spends on homework on parental
perceptions of school related stress could encourage teachers to more carefully design homework
assignments (Cooper 1989; Cooper et al., 2006). Additionally, it could be in the context of
homework in which parents have the unique opportunity to facilitate strategies for helping their
child cope with daily hassles, especially those related to academics (Bagdi & Pfister, 2006).
Successive research steps in the examination of the PPSS scale should include further
attempts to assess dimensionality with continued refinement and validation. Consistent with
previous recommendations regarding scale development a single investigation will not suffice to
make a definitive claim for construct validity (Clark & Watson, 1995). The current study is,
however, an encouraging first step that supports further examination of the reliability and
validity of the scale.
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As previously indicated the unidimensionality of the scale, at this phase of scale
development, is tentative given the small sample size (N = 89). The parent sample used as the
standardization sample in this study seemed to reasonably reflect the cultural community
represented by these schools, although specific demographic information of the parent
population from which the sample was drawn was unavailable. While a homogeneous sample
can be useful for the early stages of scale development by limiting the potential for confounding
variables related to the sample, it is recommended that in the continued examination of the scale
a larger, more heterogeneous, representative sample with less restricted range in age, income,
and greater diversity in one- or two-parent households should be used. As stated earlier, a larger
sample could reveal an underlying multidimensional structure of the scale by allowing for the
use of more advanced factor analytical statistics to be used to analyze the factor structure.
The next steps in future scale development of the PPSS scale should entail continuing to
examine construct validity. In current measurement theory construct validity subsumes all other
types of validity (Furr & Bacharach, 2008; Streiner & Norman, 2008). Current thinking also
supports the belief that “in measurement, validity is a property of the interpretations and uses of
test scores; it is not a property of the test itself” (Furr & Bacharach, p. 169). In other words,
validity is always a work in progress and the onus of responsibility is on the researcher to choose
measures appropriate for the specific purposes of research and to continue to establish scale
validity as a function of the interpretation in that context. The on-going process of scale
validation could include several options.
Evaluating the PPSS scale with regard to convergent validation requires “seeing how
closely the new scale is related to other variables and other measures of the same construct to
which it should be related” (Streiner & Norman, 2008, p. 262). The current study began this
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process by making predictions regarding the relationship of PPSS with specific variables based
on earlier scholarly work. Future studies should consider using established scales that one would
predict should be associate with the PPSS scale such as the Revised Child Anxiety and
Depression Scale-P (Ebesutani, et al., 2011), the Anxious/Depressed Scale of the Child Behavior
Checklist (Achenbach, 1991), the parent version of the Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety
Scale (Reynolds & Richmond, 2000) that has been reworded for parents and used in prior
research (Kendall, 1994; Silverman, 1999) or the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule for
Children-Parent Version (Ebesutani, Okamura, Higa-McMillan, & Chorpita, 2011). It would be
hypothesized that children whose parents perceive high levels of school stress might also
perceive their children to be anxious, depressed, or subject to moodiness. Another direction for
examining convergent validity in future research could include the use of scales measuring
parent stress such as the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983) since it could be that parents
who perceive higher levels of stress in their children might also experience higher levels of stress
themselves.
Other investigations in the validation process might include examining the predictive
validity of the PPSS scale using a longitudinal research design to investigate how parental
perceptions predict student academic achievement or later childhood stress. How perceptions of
parents regarding school stress change as children progress through the elementary grades could
also be an interesting research question. Another possible question would be to investigate if
parental perceptions of a child’s stress are consistent within a given school year. Administering
the survey to the same sample of parents in the fall of the academic year, again mid-year, and
another time in the spring of the year would also contribute information regarding test-retest
reliability. This approach would hold constant variables such as grade level and teacher.
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Although, some change in the perceptions of stress likely increase or decrease at different times
in the course of the school year, this could be important additional evidence of scale reliability.
If the next scale development research steps continue to support the credibility of the
PPSS scale, there are several intriguing avenues for future research. The original vision for
developing this scale was for it to be used in mixed methods research and in research including
multiple informants. A better understanding of childhood school related stress must include
children’s perspectives about what induces stress for them in the school context (Dickey &
Henderson, 1986). APA (2009, 2010) reported that parents underestimated child stress. The
PPSS scale could be used in research with child-report measures. Lehman and Repetti (2007)
indicated that “children’s perceptions of their evening social interactions are colored by the
events they experience during the school day” (p. 612). More data are needed to understand how
children’s experiences in the school context influence parental perceptions when the children
return home. Comparisons between parent-reports and child-reports are needed.
A mixed-methods approach could be employed when comparing data between parents
and children. For example, qualitative methods of data collection through parent and child
interviews or observations of children in the home and school could supplement the quantitative
survey data. In collecting qualitative data through parent interviews and/or focus groups, it
would be beneficial to obtain more information about what parents perceive as stressful for
themselves and for their children in general; and, more specifically what parents identify as
stressful for their children in the school context or from outside the school context that affects
their children’s academic performance.
In addition to parent and child data, multiple informants including teacher reports,
records obtained from school counselors, student grades, and standardized achievement scores
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for children would be valuable additions for mixed methods research in the effort to more fully
understand the phenomenon of school stress related to academics. A possible avenue for
comparing the perceptions of child stress with parental perceptions could be to revise the PPSS
scale for teachers. One idea that comes to mind is that the questions regarding teachers could be
changed to examine the role of parents relevant to childhood school stress. For example, rather
than asking parents “How often does your child seem to feel the teacher is generally pleased with
his/her school work?” or “How often does your child seem to think the teacher does not give
him/her enough time to do his/her work?” the items could be changed to ask teachers “How often
does this student seem to feel his/her parent is generally pleased with his/her work?” and “How
often does this student seem to think he/she does not have enough time at home to complete
his/her homework?” Comparing results from these instruments, along with child self-report,
could give a clearer image of the stress experienced by a given child related to academics.
Moreover, the PPSS scale could be used to collect data from parents and teachers while also
using cortisol screening of children at various times, such as during the time of standardized
testing in the schools to obtain a physiological measure of the child’s stress response.
Another avenue for future research should be investigating in more detail the role that
homework plays in the perceptions of parents and children pertaining to school induced stress.
Interviewing parents and children to discover their behaviors, thoughts, and feelings about
homework could provide new insight. Furthermore, although this scale was developed for use
with parents of 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders, it may be applicable for use with a broader range of
parents of children in either the lower or upper grades.
Finally, interaction effects were beyond the scope of this investigation. However, there
could be multiple possibilities for potential mediating effects. Parent variables could be
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investigated as mediators. For example, does parent depression or parent employment mediate
the relationship between the amount of time a child spends doing homework and the parental
perception of school stress? Additionally, a mediation effect of any number of child variables
could be explored. For instance, do child behavior problems mediate the relationship between
time spent on homework and parental perceptions of stress at school? In short, there are many
opportunities for future research to paint a more inclusive picture of childhood stress and,
specifically, parental perceptions of childhood school stress related to academics and
achievement.
Strengths and Limitations
A major strength of this study is the conceptualization and operationalization of a scale
that has potential to play a role in developing a better understanding of children’s stress in the
school context from the unique perspective of the parent as part of a comprehensive theory of
childhood stress. A careful and thorough literature review guided the conceptualization of the
construct of parental perceptions of school stress and the process of writing the initial items for
the scale. Some items from scales measuring related constructs intended for both parent-report
and child-report were adapted and earlier qualitative research provided information for items
reported by children as stressful at school. Specific hypotheses were made to examine predicted
relationship between the independent and dependent variable. The PPSS scale was constructed
with high internal consistency and initial evidence of construct validity.
Additionally, the initial testing of the scale with the current standardization sample has
laid the groundwork for studying parental perceptions of academically related school stress with
many potential avenues for future research. Another strength of the study was that, in spite of the
constraints imposed by the public school system, the representativeness and size of the sample
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was maximized by the use of purposive sampling of parents of children in the public schools to
comprise the standardization sample rather than defaulting to a convenience sample of parents.
Furthermore, according to Furr and Bacharach (2008) the size of the reliability coefficient is
dependent on the nature of the sample, with a heterogeneous sample having a higher internal
consistency score; therefore, a Cronbach’s alpha of .92 when considering the homogeneity of
this sample adds strength to the study.
On the other hand, the study is also limited in several ways. Even though the effort was
made to obtain a representative standardization sample, the number of participants was low. The
low survey response rate may be attributed to constraints placed on this research during the
approval process with the public school district. For example, access to parent participants was
allowed only through the parent organizations at each school. Additionally, an incentive for the
classroom at each grade level with the most parent participation was not allowed by the district.
School faculty, administration, and staff were not approved to make announcements about this
research or be involved in the distribution or collection of paper surveys.
Although the parent organization presidents expressed interest in the topic of the survey
and were willing and supportive, communication via phone or email was inconsistent and
unpredictable. After emails with the survey link were sent to each president for the purpose of
recruiting participants, the email was forwarded by these individuals to parents in all 3 rd through
5th grade classrooms using the communication network already in place at each school. It was
difficult to determine if parents were actually getting the announcements regarding the survey
and which parents were members of the email listserv. After extending the data collection period,
with IRB approval, the parent organization presidents made a notable effort to maximize the
number of parent participants. Paper flyers were posted and sent home to parents at each school
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and the researcher was invited to make announcements and hand out paper surveys at the March
meetings held by each organization.
Another limitation was the restricted age range of the children of the parents in the
sample and the homogeneity of the sample; both should be addressed in future research. It may
be that since 2nd grade students in the state of Tennessee are now required to take standardized
tests during the week in the spring of the academic year designated for testing, these parents
might also be included. It could also be appropriate to use the PPSS scale with parents of middle
school students.
Summary
An emerging body of research in the U.S. is recognizing the impact stress has in many
arenas of American life. Scholars are beginning to become more attuned to the existence of stress
in the daily lives of children. In view of the prominence of educational reform advocating higher
academic achievement and the demands placed on schools and students for accountability in
quantifying all aspects of the educational system including teacher effectiveness and student
achievement, an argument was made for the necessity of better understanding the experience of
individual child stress in this process. Educational policies and practices are increasingly
adopting methods to more effectively engage parents in the educational progress of their
children. Thereby, the perspective and role of parents is becoming more critical as schools and
families develop new and better ways to work together. To this end the PPSS was developed as
one approach to understanding the intersection between the school and the home.
In the initial stages of scale development the PPSS scale appeared to indicate a high level
of reliability (internal consistency) and showed evidence of construct validity as a measure of the
parental perceptions of childhood school related stress. The utility of the instrument is tentatively
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established with the current standardization sample. More research is needed to continue the
process of determining a possible underlying dimensionality and the construct validity of the
scale.
The value of the PPSS scale lies in its capacity to facilitate awareness of perceptions of
childhood school related stress. Examining school related stress from the parent’s perspective
could help to advance a model of childhood stress specifically pertaining to everyday stress in
the lives of children at school as well as the impact school stress has on family interactions. This
line of research has the potential to make important contributions in both the fields of education
and family studies. The role of parents in understanding the socioemotional well-being and
academic development of their children should not be underestimated. Parental knowledge and
awareness of childhood school related stress can be of strategic importance when communities
focus their energies toward better meeting the needs of the whole child situated in both the
school and the family.
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Appendix A

Parent Survey Instructions
Hello. I am a student at the University of Tennessee (UT) in the Child and Family Studies
Department. I am conducting this survey as part of the research requirement for my
doctoral degree. I appreciate your willingness to participate in my survey.
The purpose of this research is to learn more about children’s experiences at school.
Specifically, I want to know what things at school you think bother your child and make
learning more difficult.
Many studies already show peer relationships including bullying cause problems for
children at school. This survey, however, asks about things related more specifically to
teaching and learning. The ultimate goal will be to use this research to enhance learning
success for the future benefit of children.

Completing and submitting this survey indicates your voluntary, informed consent to
participate in the study and your permission to use the information you give for research
purposes. All responses are anonymous and confidential. Your responses will not be
associated with you or your child and will be stored in a secure University server accessed
by a password protected University computer. The risks associated with your participation
in this study are no greater than what is expected in the course of daily life. Although there
are no direct benefits for you or your child at this time, this research will be used to improve
child well-being and academic success. You may stop this survey at any time. There is no
penalty of any kind to you or your child if you elect not to participate or to withdraw from
the study.
This survey is designed for parents (including step-parents and custodial parents) of
children in 3rd through 5th grades. Information is desired from the parent, step-parent, or
guardian who has the most contact with a child during the school week. The survey is
designed to be filled out by only one parent per one child. If you have more than one child
in 3rd through 5th grade at this school, please fill out a survey for your oldest child in these
grades.
At the end of the survey, to thank you for your participation in this study, you can choose to
register for drawings. If you choose to register, you will be directed to a webpage where you
can choose to enter a drawing for either $100 cash, a $100 spa gift certificate, sporting event
tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols basemball game ($90 value for SEC games)or a
12 ticket undated game voucher for a Knoxville Smokies baseball game ($99 value)]. Contact
information for drawings will be kept in a separate database on a password protected
computer and not attached to your survey responses.
It should only take about 15 minutes of your time.

THANKS FOR YOUR HELP!
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Section A
Although you may have more than one child in 3 rd through 5th grades, please answer the following
questions considering only one child. Keep this child in mind throughout your completion of the
survey.

Please answer by filling in or checking the blank beside your response.
1. Are you willing to participate in this survey? Yes or No.
2. What school does your child attend? a. ______A.L. Lotts Elementary

b. ______Cedar Bluff Elementary

3. Please indicate the age of the child you will be considering as you fill out this survey.
a. _______ years old
4. What is this child’s gender?
a. Male _______
b. Female ________
5. Is this child your _________ child?
a. youngest ________
b. middle ________
c. oldest ________
d. only ________
6. How many total children (0 to 18 years old) do you have in your home? ________

Section B
The following items indicate what you have observed or how YOU believe the child identified above
generally feels or thinks about different things at school.
Some of the questions may seem similar but there are differences; you should treat each one as a
separate question. The best approach is to answer each question fairly quickly.
Please read each statement carefully and respond according to your current thoughts and feelings by
circling one number in each line.

How often does your child seem to:

Very
Seldom

Seldom

Sometimes

Often

Very
Often

1. be upset or stressed about school?

1

2

3

4

5

2. feel the teacher is very concerned about
the class performance on standardized
tests such as the TCAP?

1

2

3

4

5

3. be highly motivated to do assigned work
at home?

1

2

3

4

5

Please continue to next page
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How often does your child seem to:
4. feel uneasy about classroom tests or
quizzes?

Very
Seldom
5.

1

Seldom
6.

2

Sometimes
7.

3

Very
Often

Often
8.

4

9.

5

5. feel his/her teacher is generally pleased
with his/her school work?

1

2

3

4

5

6. think the teacher does not give him/her
enough time to do his/her work?

1

2

3

4

5

7. enjoy going to school?

1

2

3

4

5

8. think the assigned school work is too
hard?

1

2

3

4

5

9. be worried about homework?

1

2

3

4

5

10. be nervous about taking required
standardized achievement tests (like the
TCAP)?

1

2

3

4

5

11. worry about following school rules and
expectations (e.g., being counted tardy,
or forgetting things such as homework,
lunch, lunch money, papers needing
parent signature?

1

2

3

4

5

12. avoid going to school?

1

2

3

4

5

13. be frustrated about not understanding
assignments?

1

2

3

4

5

14. think the assigned school work is too
easy?

1

2

3

4

5

15. be angry about something that
happened at school?

1

2

3

4

5

16. be worried about the grades on his/her
grade report to parents?

1

2

3

4

5

17. struggle to complete assignments
correctly?

1

2

3

4

5

18. feel pressure to do well on daily
assignments?

1

2

3

4

5

Please continue to next page
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Very
Seldom

Seldom

Sometimes

Often

Very
Often

19. be confident about his/her ability to get
good grades?

1

2

3

4

5

20. think the teacher tries to make sure
he/she understands the assigned work?

1

2

3

4

5

21. think the teacher is usually fair?

1

2

3

4

5

22. have a hard time paying attention at
school?

1

2

3

4

5

23. have a problem with sitting still at
school?

1

2

3

4

5

24. be anxious because the school work
load seems overwhelming?

1

2

3

4

5

25. be troubled because his/her grades are
behind other children in the class?

1

2

3

4

5

26. be afraid of his/her teacher?

1

2

3

4

5

27. think the teacher is not very friendly with
the children in his/her class?

1

2

3

4

5

28. be concerned about being embarrassed
by the teacher?

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

How often does your child seem to:

29. feel the teacher doesn’t like him/her
when he/she does something wrong?
30. have physical/health complaints that
might be related to school? (for
example, stomach ache or nausea,
headache, faintness, teeth grinding etc.)

Please continue to next page
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Section C
These questions are about you and your relationship with your child’s school. Remember the
questions are about you, not your child’s other parent or other household members. Please respond
considering what YOU do.
1. On a regular school night, how many minutes on average do you estimate
a. your child spends doing homework? ______
b. YOU spend working with your child on homework? _____
2. How well do you think your child performs in school?
a. Below Average______
b. Average ______
c. Above Average
d. Don’t Know _________
3. Do you use computer/internet technology to keep informed about your child’s school or class?
a. No______ (skip to question 6)
b. Yes ______ (please answer question 5)
4. Approximately, how many times during this school year have you visited:
a. the school website? ______
b. your child’s teacher’s webpage? ______
c. the online Parent Portal? ______
5. Approximately, how many times this year
have you interacted or communicated with
your child’s teacher through:

Never

1 to 2
times

3 to 4
times

a. informal discussions at school?

0

1

2

3

b. phone calls?

0

1

2

3

c. email?

0

1

2

3

d. notes to the teacher?

0

1

2

3

2

3

e. formal meetings or parent-teacher
0
1
conferences?
Please continue to next page
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6.
a. Is the SchoolMessenger system a helpful way for you to contact the school or get information from
the school?
 No______


Yes ______



Don’t Know _________

b. Have you attended special events this year at your child’s school?
 No______


Yes ______



Don’t Know _________

c. Have you volunteered at your child’s school this year?


No _______



Yes _______



Don’t Know _______

d. Are you a member of the PTSA or PTA at your child’s school?


No______



Yes ______



Don’t Know _________

Please continue to next page
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7.
a. To what extent do you AGREE that that the practices put in place in K-12 education since the No
Child Left Behind law was passed have been positive for children?


Strongly Disagree ______



Disagree ______



Neutral ______



Agree ______



Strongly Agree ______



Don’t Know_______

b. To what extent do you AGREE that the “more rigorous curriculum and harder assessments” as
recently put in place by Knox County Schools has increased your child’s level of school related
stress?


Strongly Disagree ______



Disagree ______



Neutral ______



Agree ______



Strongly Agree ______



Don’t Know ______

c. To what extent do you AGREE that standardized achievement tests (for example, TCAP) accurately
reflect the academic capabilities of children?


Strongly Disagree ______



Disagree ______



Neutral ______



Agree ______



Strongly Agree ______



Don’t Know
Please continue to next page
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Section D:
Demographic Questions - Finally, these are a few questions to understand more about your family.
Please be assured that this information is for research purposes only. Your answers will not be
associated with you, your child, or other members of your household.
Please answer by filling in or checking the blank beside your response.
1. What is your gender?
a. Male ______
b. Female ______
2. Do you consider your household a
a. single parent/single guardian household? ______
b. two parent/two guardian household? _______
3. In what year were you born? ________
4. In what year was your spouse or the child’s other parent or guardian born? ________

5. Are you currently employed?
a. No______ (skip to question 6)
b. Yes ______ (go to question 5)
6. Is your job…
a. Part-time? ______
b. Full-time? ______
c.

Other (please describe) _____________________________________________________

6b. Approximately how many hours per week do you work? _________________________________

If you answered question #4 above please respond to the following three questions otherwise skip to question #9.
7. Is your spouse or the child’s other parent or guardian currently employed?
a. No______ (skip to question 8)
b. Yes ______ (go to question 7)
8. Is his/her job…
a. Part-time? ______
b. Full-time? ______
c.

Other (please describe) _____________________________________________________

b

8 . Approximately how many hours per week does he/she work? _____________________________
9. Are either you or your child’s other parent or guardian intentionally a stay-at-home parent?
a. No ______
b. Yes ______
Please continue to next page
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10. Do you consider yourself: (check all that apply)
a. Single, never married ______
b. Living with significant other ______
c. Married ______
d. Married, but separated ______
e. Divorced ______
f.

Remarried ______

g. Widowed ______
h. None of these describes me _______
11. Do you and your child’s other biological parent live together?
a. No ______ (go to question 12)
b. Yes ______ (skip to question 13)
12. If you do not live with your child’s other biological parent, does your child spend the majority of his/her
school days/nights with you?
a. No _____
b. Yes ______
c. Spends time equally ______
d. Other (please describe) _______________________________________________________
13. How do you describe your child? (check all that apply)
a. White______
b. Black ______
c. Hispanic _______
d. Eastern Indian ______
e. American Indian ______
f.

Middle Eastern ______

g. Asian ______
h. Pacific Islander ______
i.

Other, please specify____________________

14. What language does your child usually speak at home? ___________________
a. English _______
b. Spanish_______
c. Other ___________________________________
Please continue to next page
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15. What was your total household income before taxes in 2010?
a. Under $15,000 ______
b. $15,000 to $24,999 ______
c. $25,000 to $34,999 ______
d. $35,000 to $49,999 ______
e. $50,000 to $64,999 ______
f.

$65,000 to $79,999 ______

g. $80,000 to $99,999 ______
h. $100,000 to $124,999 ______
i.

$125,000 to $149,999 ______

j.

$150,000 to $199,999 ______

k. $200,000 to $249,999 ______
l.

Over $250,000 ______

m. Choose not to answer ______
16. What is the highest level of education you have completed?
a. Less than High School or GED ______
b. High School Diploma or GED ______
c. Some Trade/Technical school training _______
d. Completed Trade/Technical School _______
e. Some College ______
f.

Associate Degree _______

g. Undergraduate Degree _______
h. Graduate Degree _______

Please continue to next page
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Thank you so much for helping with this important study. Your responses will help us better
understand how to improve learning and child well-being. You may have other comments or
opinions that you weren’t able to express in this survey. You are invited to write ANY
comments you have in the space below.

Please return your completed survey sealed in the large, pre-addressed, stamped
envelope included to:
Teri M. Henke
Child and Family Studies
University of Tennessee
Jessie Harris Building, room 115
Knoxville, Tennessee 37996

Thank you!
Please continue to next page to enter drawing
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I have filled out the Parent Survey and I would like to be entered into the drawing for
one of the following to thank me for my participation
 $100 cash
 A $100 spa gift certificate

 Sporting event tickets [your choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols
baseball game ($90 value for SEC games)
OR a 12 ticket undated game voucher for a Knoxville Smokies baseball

game ($99 value)]

If I win I can be reached at
Phone ____________________
Email ______________________
Other __________________________

□ I would like a summary of the results of this survey.

Please place this sheet in the letter-size envelope labeled “Drawing”, seal the
envelope, and return in the manila pre-addressed stamped envelope included and
addressed to:

Teri M. Henke

Child and Family Studies
University of Tennessee
1215 W. Cumberland Ave.
Jessie Harris Building, Room 115
Knoxville, Tennessee 37996
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Appendix B
Initial Recruitment Email

Dear 3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Parents,
I am asking for your help with a research project I am conducting to meet the requirements of my doctoral
degree in Child and Family Studies from the University of Tennessee. Next week a survey will be made
available for you online. A paper version will also be available if requested from the researcher.
To thank you for your participation in this study, you can choose to enter a drawing for either $100
cash, a $100 spa gift certificate, sporting event tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball
game ($90 value for SEC games) or a 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball games
($99 value)].
The purpose of this survey is to learn more about children’s experiences at school. Specifically, I want to
know what things related to academics at school you think bother your child and make learning more
difficult.
This survey is designed for parents (including step-parents and custodial parents) of children in 3rd
through 5th grade. Information is desired from mothers and fathers, however the survey is designed to be
filled out by only one parent per child – the parent who has the most contact with the child during the
school week. If you have more than one child in 3rd through 5th grade at this school please fill the survey
out for the oldest child in these grades.
Your voluntary responses to this survey will be designated with a number and will not be attached to your
identity. Your completed anonymous and confidential survey responses will be stored on a secure
University server accessed by a password protected University computer. If the results of this study are
written for publication, no identifying information will be used.
The success of this work depends on the support and generosity of people like you.
I sincerely hope you will take the 15 minutes needed to go to the website next week to fill out the survey
or request a paper survey.
Look for the survey on Feb. 13, 2012
Thank you in advance for your help.
Sincerely,
Teri Henke
Teri M. Henke, M. Ed.
Ph.D. Candidate
Department of Child and Family Studies
University of Tennessee
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Appendix C
Announcement for Parent Organizations’ Websites

Parents,
You have been invited to participate in an online survey, for a study by Teri Henke, a doctoral
student in Child and Family Studies at the University of Tennessee.
The online survey has questions about your child’s experiences at school. It is very important
that I get information from you. If you have already completed the survey, I thank you for your
time and help. If not, your opinion DOES matter!

http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
After going to the survey link you will receive specific instructions.
Thank you gifts include a drawing for either enter a drawing for either $100 cash, a $100 spa gift
certificate, sporting event tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for
SEC games) or a 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball games ($99 value)].

If you have any questions email me at tmhenke@utk.edu or feel free to call me at 865-974-5316.
If you would like a paper version of the survey please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey to make your request.

Thanks for your help!
Teri
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Appendix D
Body of Email Announcing Launch of Online Survey
Dear Parent,
About a week ago you received an email requesting your help by completing a survey asking you
about your thoughts related to experiences your child has at school that may make learning more
difficult.
The survey is now available at

http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
After you click on the survey link you will see specific instructions.
The survey should only take about 15 minutes to complete.
To thank you for your participation in this study, you can choose to enter a drawing for either
$100 cash, a $100 spa gift certificate, sporting event tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols
baseball game ($90 value for SEC games) or a 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball
games ($99 value)].
This survey is designed for parents (including step-parents and custodial parents) of children in 3rd
through 5th grade. Information is desired from mothers and fathers, however the survey is designed to be
filled out by only one parent per child – the parent who has the most contact with the child during the
school week. If you have more than one child in 3rd through 5th grade at this school please fill the survey
out for the oldest child in these grades.

Your voluntary responses will be anonymous, kept strictly confidential, and will not be attached
to you or your child in any way. This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of
Tennessee Institutional Review Board (IRB) according to University policies. If you have any questions
regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact Brenda Lawson at the Office of Research 9747697. If you have any questions about this study, you can contact me at 865-974-5316 or
tmhenke@utk.edu.

I sincerely ask for your help with this research. Since the validity of the results depends on
obtaining a high response rate, your participation is crucial to the success of this study.
Therefore, I hope you will complete this survey soon.
THANK YOU! Your time is appreciated!
If you have any questions email me at tmhenke@utk.edu or feel free to call me at 865-974-5316.
If you would like a paper version of the survey please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey to make your request.
My sincere thanks,
Teri Henke
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Appendix E
Content on Internet Link for Paper Survey Request

Would you like to request a paper version of the parent survey in the research conducted by Teri
Henke from the University of Tennessee?
○ Yes
○ No
If “No” is chosen the webpage will automatically display…
“Thank you for considering this survey”
If “Yes” is chosen the webpage will automatically go to the following…
Please indicate what school your child attends?
○ A. L. Lotts Elementary
○ Cedar Bluff Elementary
Please write in the space below the address where you wish the survey to be mailed. Please do
not include your name.
_______________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________
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Appendix F
First Email Survey Reminder
Dear Parent,
You should have received a letter and email inviting you to complete an online survey at

http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
The purpose of this survey is to learn more about children’s experiences at school. Specifically, I
want to know what things at school you think bother your child and make learning more
difficult.
If you have already filled out this survey THANK YOU!
I understand that you might not have had the time to complete it. I am a parent of three and know
how busy life can get. I would really appreciate hearing from you to help meet my goal of 300
completed parent surveys!
To thank you for your participation in this study, you can choose to enter a drawing for either
$100 cash, a $100 spa gift certificate, sporting event tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT
Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC games) or a 12 ticket undated game voucher for
Smokies baseball games ($99 value)].
This survey is designed for parents (including step-parents and custodial parents) of children in 3rd
through 5th grade. Information is desired from mothers and fathers, however the survey is designed to be
filled out by only one parent per child – the parent who has the most contact with the child during the
school week. If you have more than one child in 3rd through 5th grade at this school please fill the survey
out for the oldest child in these grades.

The validity of the results depends on obtaining a high response rate, so your participation is
crucial to the success of this study. Therefore I hope you will complete this survey at your
earliest convenience.
As a reminder, the questionnaire should only take about 15 minutes to complete. Your voluntary
responses will be anonymous, kept strictly confidential, and will not be attached to you or your
child in any way.
If you have any questions email me at tmhenke@utk.edu or feel free to call me at 865-974-5316.
If you would like a paper version of the survey please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey to make your request.
My sincere thanks,
Teri Henke
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Appendix G
Second Email Survey Reminder

3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Parents,
You have been invited to participate in an online survey, for a study by Teri Henke, a doctoral
student in Child and Family Studies at the University of Tennessee.
Please Help!
The online survey has questions about your child’s experiences at school. It is very important
that I get information from you. If you have already completed the survey, I thank you for your
time and help. If not, your opinion DOES matter!

Go to http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
After going to the survey link you will receive specific instructions.
Thank you gifts include a drawing for either enter a drawing for either




$100 cash,
$100 spa gift certificate,
Sporting event tickets [choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC
games) or a 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball games ($99 value)].

If you have any questions email me at tmhenke@utk.edu or feel free to call me at 865-974-5316.
If you would like a paper version of the survey please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey to make your request.

Thanks for your help!
Teri
Teri M. Henke, M. Ed.
Doctoral Candidate
Department of Child and Family Studies
University of Tennessee
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Appendix H
Flyers Posted at Schools/Sent Home to Parents

_______________ PTA Invites
ALL 3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Parents,
To take an online survey, for a
Child and Family Studies at the
The online survey has questions
PARENTS:

study by Teri Henke, a doctoral student in
University of Tennessee.
about your child’s experiences at school.
Your opinion DOES matter!

Please go to http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
Or the PTSA link on the school website
Thank you gifts include drawings for:
 $100 CASH
 Or $100 SPA GIFT CERTIFICATE,
 Or SPORTING EVENT TICKETS
6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC games)
OR a $99 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball games
Questions? Email Teri at tmhenke@utk.edu or call 865-974-5316. Need a
paper version, please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey

THANKS FOR YOUR HELP!
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Appendix I
School Messenger Announcement
3rd, 4th, and 5th Grade Parents,
You have been invited to participate in an online survey, for a study by Teri Henke, a doctoral
student in Child and Family Studies at the University of Tennessee.
The online survey has questions about your child’s experiences at school. The survey link can be
found on the school PTSA website or on the information sent home in your child’s folder.
After going to the survey link you will receive specific instructions.
To thank you for participating you may enter a drawing for either
 $100 cash,
 $100 spa gift certificate,
 Sports tickets –
o your choice of 6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC
games)
o OR a 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies baseball games ($99
value).
Please take the survey today!
If you have any questions email Teri at tmhenke@utk.edu or feel free to call me at 865-9745316.
Your help with this research project is truly appreciated!
The survey link is: http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
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Appendix J
Final Email Survey Reminder

LAST CHANCE!
To take an online survey, for a study by Teri Henke, a doctoral
student in Child and Family Studies at the University of Tennessee.
The online survey has questions about your child’s experiences at
school.

PARENTS: Your opinion DOES matter!
Please go to http://tiny.utk.edu/ParentSurvey
Or the PTA link on the school website

Thank you gifts include drawings for:
 $100 CASH
 Or $100 SPA GIFT CERTIFICATE,
 Or SPORTING EVENT TICKETS
6 tickets to see a UT Vols baseball game ($90 value for SEC
games)
OR a $99 12 ticket undated game voucher for Smokies
baseball games
Questions? Email Teri at tmhenke@utk.edu or call 865-974-5316. Need a
paper version, please go to the following link
http://tiny.utk.edu/NeedPaperSurvey

THANKS!

SURVEY CLOSES SAT. ______ 12 MIDNIGHT
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Vita
Teresa (Teri) Henke received her Bachelor of Science degree from the University of
Tennessee with teaching endorsements in Deaf and Elementary Education. She went on to
complete her Master of Education degree from the University of West Georgia with an additional
teaching endorsement in Early Childhood Education. She taught special education and
kindergarten in Dalton, Georgia. She has worked professionally and as a volunteer with families
and children of all ages in a variety of settings. Teri’s passion for teaching, her deep desire to
nurture the joy of learning in adults and children, and her focus on the importance of building
positive relationships has guided her professional and personal life. Her decision to obtain a
Ph.D. has deepened her knowledge of developmental and educational theory and given her the
opportunity to develop research skills to use in her future endeavors. Teri hopes to continue her
research and teaching either as a member of a college faculty or as a practitioner engaged in the
community with a vision of contributing to making the world a better place for children and
families.

